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Education at Risk:  Dropout Prevention 
Brian Ritter

Many studies have been conducted over the 
past decade regarding the declining state of 

education in America (especially when compared 
to developing countries). There are few people in 
America who will deny that our public secondary 
schools are in dire straits. As a nation, we are fac-
ing a staggering dropout rate that has been widely 
touted as “epidemic” (Bridgeland, 2006, p. 1), an 
“exodus” (Wallis, 2007, p. 2), and by former Secre-
tary of State Colin Powell as “a catastrophe” (Har-
sanyi, 2008, p. 1).  

While there have been numerous articles pub-
lished regarding high school dropouts, few have 
been as widely distributed as “The Silent Epidem-
ic” (Bridgeland, 2006); developed for, and funded 
by, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. This re-
port has been credited with labeling the current high 
school dropout level as an epidemic, with roughly 
one third of all high school students subsequently 
dropping out of school. Bridgeland also demon-
strates that most high school dropouts posses the 
academic capacity to succeed in school.  

Table 1 (Amos, 2008, p. 6) details the states with 
the highest and lowest graduation rates in the coun-
try.

Washington State is not immune from this epi-
demic. The most recent statistics from the Office 
of the Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI, 
2006) reflect a 70.4% on-time graduation rate in 
Washington. Locally, Snohomish County suffers 

from a 69.1% on-time graduation rate.  
What if potential dropouts were identified early 

in their school career? What measures could subse-
quently be put in place to assist these young people 
and encourage them to complete high school? If at-
risk students are identified early in their academic 
career, and relevant school reforms and interven-
tions made, the dropout rate could be significantly 
reduced.  

Students drop out for a myriad of reasons: disin-
terest, truancy, disassociation, employment, pover-
ty, lack of self-esteem, drug/substance abuse, preg-
nancy and family (Bridgeland, 2006). While there is 
no single solution to the high dropout rates, school 
districts can arm themselves with a multitude of 
reform and intervention policies intended to keep 
students engaged, and ultimately, in school.  One of 
the most cost-effective dropout prevention tools is 
peer mentoring. 

Factors leading to dropping out
There are many different reasons why the decision 

is made to drop out of school. Bridgeland (2006, p. 
3) details the top five reasons, as revealed in face to 
face interviews with almost 500 racially and ethni-
cally diverse high school dropouts between the ages 
of 16 and 25; in 25 different locations including 
small town, rural areas, and large cities throughout 
the United States. Almost half of those surveyed re-
ported that classes were not interesting, as one re-

Table 1. States with the highest and the lowest high school graduation rates. Source: Amos, J. (2008).  
Dropouts, diplomas, and dollars: U.S. high schools and the nation’s economy [Electronic version]. Re-
trieved October 23, 2008, from http://www.all4ed.org/publication_material/reports/Econ2008.

States with the Highest Graduation Rates States with the Lowest Graduation Rates

State Graduation Rate State Graduation Rate
New Jersey 83.3% Nevada 45.4%

Iowa 82.8% New Mexico 54.1%

Wisconsin 80.5% Lousiana 54.7%

Pennsylvania 80.4% South Carolina 55.6%

Vermont 80.2% Georgia 58.1%
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spondent said “it was boring…the teacher just stood 
in front of the room and just talked and didn’t really 
like involve you” (Bridgeland, 2006, p. 4). Convey-
ing a sense of what dropouts at Shelbyville High 
School, just outside of Indianapolis, Indiana have 
expressed time after time, one student said, “I’m 
just done with this process—50 minutes, bell, 50 
minutes, bell” (Thornburgh, 2006, p. 8).

Widespread truancy was another factor in the 
decision to drop out of school. In New York City 
alone, it was discovered that “70,000 students from 
16 to 21—more than one-fifth of the city’s high 
school population—were two or more years behind 
their peers in accumulating the 44 credits needed 
for graduation” (Wallis, 2007, p. 3). One young girl 
in Brooklyn, for example, strayed from attending 
school at the end of middle school, when her fam-
ily suffered an apartment fire that left them home-
less for over four months. She accumulated just one 
credit during her first two years of high school, due 
to frequent truancy. She tells of trying to get herself 
together and finishing school, “the dean pretty much 
laughed in my face…I didn’t see myself having any 
kind of future…I would get some job I hated and 
just survive” (Wallis, 2007, p. 2).    

The old saying that “misery loves company” 
evidently holds true regarding high school drop-
outs as well. A little more than 40% of respondents 
in the Bridgeland interviews said that they were 

“spending time with people who were not inter-
ested in school,” both before and after dropping out 
(Bridgeland, 2006, p. 4). A young student at Shel-
byville High School said that, from his group of 
about a dozen friends, “just one or two are still” in 
school and the rest have dropped out (Thornburgh, 
2006 p. 1). Adolescents are strongly influenced by 
their peers, in positive and negative behaviors. An 
effective peer mentoring program could potentially 
leverage the positive aspects of peer influence, and 
help turn these associations around.  

Another reason continually reported by dropouts 
is a general sense of disassociation (Bridgeland, 
2006).  This disassociation may be derived from fel-
low students, teachers, curriculum, socio-economic 
situation, culture and religious beliefs. Disassocia-
tion coupled with at-risk behavior, such as poor aca-
demic performance, truancy, drug/substance abuse, 
homelessness, parenthood and financial hardship 
can easily compound and result in a decision to drop 
out of school. Dropping out has many powerful and 
long-lasting negative effects on an individual level, 
and society as a whole.

Qualitative consequences of dropping out 
High school dropouts are often equated to soci-

etal dropouts and engage in anti-social behavior 
with higher frequency and intensity than those who 

Figure 1. Top five identified reasons high school students dropout. Source: Bridgeland, J. M., DiJulio, J. J., 
& Morison, K. B. (2006). The silent epidemic: Perspectives of high school dropouts [Electronic version]. 
Retrieved October 31, 2006, from http://www.civicenterprises.net/reports.php.
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have successfully graduated high school (Shannon, 
2006). While it is difficult to quantify the nega-
tive impacts of high school dropouts on civic re-
sponsibility, it has been put forth that the dropout 
problem may be “creating a permanent underclass” 
in our society (Thornburgh, 2006, p. 5). Dropouts 
comprise higher numbers of drug/substance abus-
ers, inmates in correctional custody, increased uti-
lization of various social services and health care 
funds due to their generally lower income level and 
subsequent lack of health insurance, low voter turn-
out, and a general lack of involvement in the com-
munity demonstrate this behavior (Amos, 2008).  
In addition, society projects a broader sense of an 
underlying trend regarding a lack of concern, con-
sideration, and empathy for others that I believe can 
be traced to a more general de-socialization of our 
society.  The high dropout rate is likely one of many 
contributing factors to this de-socialization.

Quantitative consequences of dropping out
A recent study, titled “Dropouts, Diplomas, and 

Dollars” (Amos, 2008), quantifies both the personal 
financial loss associated with dropping out, along 
with the financial costs subsequently incurred by 
our society.  In quantifying these losses, Amos dem-
onstrates their correlation with damning results.

On a personal level, the earning power over an 
average lifetime for a dropout is a million dollars 
less than that of a college graduate; “dropping out 
is literally a million dollar mistake” (Amos, 2008, 
p. 11). Along with the significant loss in poten-
tial earning, dropouts typically work in minimum 
wage jobs that lack health care benefits. “Almost 
95 percent of employees with a college degree have 
employer-provided health care and other benefits, 
compared to 67 percent of employees who are high 
school dropouts” (Amos, 2008, p. 14). In addition 
to the potential financial loss and a decrease in per-
sonal health care, there are a higher percentage of 
high school dropouts in correctional institutions.  
While dropping out of school does not automati-
cally equate to leading a life of crime, the statistics 
are staggering.  A 2003 report from the Bureau of 
Justice Statistics found that almost “75 percent of 
America’s state prison inmates, almost 59 percent 
of federal inmates, and almost 69 percent of jail 
inmates had not completed high school” (Harlow, 
2003, p. 3).        

While the personal consequences of dropping out 
are sobering, the costs to our society are appalling.  

In addition to losing jobs through a failure to attract 
industry, there is also a substantial loss to the re-
gional tax base. These taxes help support our infra-
structure and economic security. The local economy 
suffers from that “million dollar mistake” (Amos, 
2008, p. 11) through a loss of spending in the com-
munity, productivity, and taxes; as well as likely in-
creases in the utilization of county health funds and 
social service agencies (Amos, 2008).

It is difficult to attract industry and economic de-
velopment in an area with a large concentration of 
high school dropouts (Thornburgh, 2006). Industry 
requires skilled workers with not only the academic 
capacity to perform the tasks required of a tech-
nologically advanced industrial base, but also the 
determination and ability to achieve basic goals.  
Bob Claxton, President of Knauf Insulation (a Shel-
byville, Indiana insulation factory with over 800 
workers), relates that his company’s requirement 
of a high school diploma is as much about a mind-
set as it is about a skill-set, saying that a diploma 
“shows that these applicants had the discipline to 
gut out a tough process…they learned how to get 
along with people, some of whom they may not 
have liked so well, in order to achieve their goals” 
(Thornburgh, 2006, p. 10).    

Reforms and interventions
The Bridgeland study details some reforms schools 

could implement in order to reduce the dropout rate. 
The interview respondents in his study suggested 
the following reforms: “opportunities for real-world 
learning (internships, service learning, etc.) to make 
classroom more relevant (81%); better teachers who 
keep classes interesting (81%); smaller classes with 
more individual instruction (75%); and better com-
munication between parents and school, get parents 
more involved (71%)” (Bridgeland, 2006, p. 13).

In addition to the suggestions from the students 
surveyed, there are other options for schools to con-
sider, such as various mentoring programs, alterna-
tive schools, online schools, attendance monitoring, 
tutoring, counseling, and internships. There are 
many successful school reforms and interventions 
aimed at reducing high school dropouts but, unfor-
tunately, they have not been widely adopted due to 
the added expenses of materials and human capital.  
There is no single solution to the dropout problem, 
but I believe that the most promising and successful 
intervention programs have been based on various 
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mentoring programs.
Mentoring, or “social capital” investments, by 

teachers has been instrumental in retaining at-risk 
students in school (Croninger, 2001). Through ex-
tensive research with 11,000 adolescents from more 
than 1,000 public and private high schools over the 
course of two years, the value of “social capital” 
investment (especially with regards to 10th grade 
teachers) was proven to be effective in preventing 
students from dropping out by providing a valuable 
resource to help students resolve problems and suc-
ceed in school. The Croninger study suggests that 
students who trust their teachers, and informally re-
ceive guidance from them, are more likely to persist 
through graduation (Croninger, 2001). 

There is a specific mentoring program called 
TeamMates, a school-based, one-to-one stu-
dent mentoring program, that has been effective 
in changing perceptions of student’s behaviors 
in school (Dappen, 2006). An adult volunteer is 
matched with a student and meets with that student 
for one hour each week during school hours. The 
mentoring starts when students enter middle school, 
and continues throughout high school. The focus of 
the program is to establish a positive, personal rela-
tionship with the student, develop life-skills, assist 
with any additional required resources and develop 
student’s ability to interact with others. This pro-
gram has successfully eased student transition to 
high school (Dappen, 2006).   

A poor Appalachian Middle School was studied 
(Edmondson, 1998) to demonstrate the value of tu-
toring and counseling at-risk students and keeping 
them enrolled and successful in school through high 
school graduation. The focus of the program was 
making improvements in academic achievements, 
self-esteem and classroom behavior of at-risk stu-
dents. An interesting ethical aspect of this program 
study is the fact that all participants volunteered to 
participate, even the control group that received no 
tutoring and no counseling did so at their own re-
quest.  

Education majors (juniors, seniors and graduate 
students) conducted the tutoring, after being given 
ten hours of training on how to tutor middle school 
students. The school counselor conducted the coun-
seling due to the small number of students. Al-
though the number of students studied is relatively 
small, the data garnered in this study show the ef-
fectiveness of a tutoring and counseling combina-
tion (Edmondson, 1998).

Few published reports detail stories from high 
school dropouts in an effort to demonstrate that 
each is an individual with specific needs that must 
be met, or at least addressed, in order for that partic-
ular student to stay in school and succeed (Gallagh-
er, 2002). Too many dropout prevention programs 
address an entire school, or an entire grade, when 
they should be more focused on individual students.  
This is a recurring theme in numerous studies.

A program in the Chicago area has partnered ninth 
grade students (high school freshman) with upper-
class mentors with great success (Lampert, 2005).  
Transitioning from middle school, where there are 
typically less students and more structure, can be 
difficult for many students. The Freshman Advisory 
Curriculum focuses on three concepts related to 
helping incoming freshman; attachment (connect-
ing to school and fellow students), achievement 
(academic success), and awareness (making healthy 
life decisions). This program has attempted to make 
the transition to high school more personal and, so 
far, has met with great success (Lampert, 2005).  

An understanding and general description of high 
school dropouts as well as their bleak prospects in 
our society (Prevatt, 2003) provides a deeper sense 
of understanding that not any one specific program 
that succeeds in preventing dropouts, but rather, a 
mix of programs that would ideally be matched to 
meet the specific needs of individual students. It 
was discovered that there is very little data based 
information on effective dropout prevention and 
intervention programs. Along with this lack of in-
formation is a lack of studies examining the causal 
pathways from early education events to the stage 
where a student is dropping out. While researching 
numerous articles, it was also found that a majority 
of studies treat dropouts as a single group without 
differentiating the many different reasons that stu-
dents have decided to leave school (Prevatt, 2003).

Peer Mentoring: Overview and Implementation  
Given the success of various mentoring programs, 

and the cautious allocation of scarce financial re-
sources, a peer mentoring program may prove ideal 
for a school (or district) desiring to diversify their 
dropout prevention programs. One of the most ap-
pealing aspects of an effective peer mentoring pro-
gram is the relatively small cost incurred to design, 
implement, and maintain the program. An effective 
peer mentoring program relies heavily on the com-
mitment and motivation of the school administra-
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tion and program manager, as opposed to costly 
program materials.  It is, primarily, an effort of time, 
dedication, and personal attention to students.  

On an individual school level, peer mentoring is 
designed to be implemented and supervised by the 
school administrators (principal and vice-principal).  
The day-to-day program management should be ad-
ministered by an experienced teacher who volun-
teers for the position.    

At the district level, the program should be imple-
mented and supervised by the district superinten-
dent. Day-to-day program management will be con-
ducted by an appointee of the superintendent. If the 
program is successful and subsequently implement-
ed district wide, it would be prudent to permanent-
ly assign a candidate (internal or external) to this 
position. A full-time mentoring program manager 
could provide services for all the district schools on 
a rotational basis, while providing an even greater 
level of support to the students enrolled in the peer 
mentoring program.    

With their high success rates and relatively low 
costs, I believe that implementation of effective 
peer mentoring programs would significantly re-
duce dropout rates. Peer mentoring could provide 
the additional benefit of helping to lay a founda-
tion of community and teamwork within a school, 
providing the potential to assist students in building 
more significant connections throughout their com-
munity.

Key Implementation Steps
The greatest success seems to come with the in-

volvement, support, and ownership by a school’s 
teachers and administrators, along with the student 
body. The following is an overview of the steps that 
could to be taken in order to implement an effective 
peer mentoring program (Parsons, 2008):   

1) Identify and train a program manager. The ide-
al candidate for the program manager position will 
be a motivated and experienced teacher, with some 
mentoring experience, who volunteers to head the 
program.

2) Identify at-risk students. This is a collaborative 
effort, and is usually found in pre-existing docu-
mentation (grades, attendance, etc.).

3) Identify and train mentors. Ideally, the men-
toring cadre will represent a broad spectrum of the 
student body in order to provide better matches for 
mentees. This program has the potential to be a fan-
tastic leadership opportunity for students.

4) Conduct information sessions for the teaching 
staff and the student body. These information ses-
sions should focus on the many positive aspects of 
peer mentoring, along with the opportunity to ad-
dress specific concerns that other teachers and stu-
dents may have regarding the program. The overall 
intent of these sessions is to generate “ownership” 
by the school teaching staff and student body. 

5) Conduct year-end surveys of mentoring pairs, 
program manager, teaching staff, and student body, 
using surveys intended to demonstrate the qualita-
tive and quantitative value of the peer mentoring 
program.

These key steps are not all inclusive, but provide 
an example of the major aspects of implementing an 
effective peer mentoring program designed to high-
light the relatively low-cost measures necessary to 
implement and sustain a peer mentoring program.  

Conclusion
The Nation’s high school dropout rate is stagger-

ing, and we will soon be able to feel long-lastingthe 
long-lasting effects. There is no single reason driv-
ing these adolescents to drop out of school. Rather 
there seems to be a confluence of circumstances 
that can be overwhelming. It is hard to believe that 
young people considering dropping out of high 
school truly understand the importance of gradu-
ating, or the negative effects of dropping out (on 
a personal, or societal level). The financial cost of 
dropouts to our society, in the form of lost tax rev-
enues and increases in health and social services 
costs alone, is alarming.

There are numerous programs designed to reduce 
our national dropout crisis. For example, smaller 
classes, tutoring, charter schools, alternative ser-
vice schools, mentoring, and online schools are a 
few examples of programs that have been success-
ful. We need to make a concerted effort to discover 
what programs are best suited to meet the needs of 
our children, and implement them in an effective 
manner.       

Dropping out is too often viewed as an easy short-
term solution to problems that students may be fac-
ing, as well as a form of instant gratification. Iden-
tifying and mentoring young people who are at risk 
of becoming dropouts may increase the likelihood 
of more potential dropouts remaining in school to 
graduation. An effective peer mentoring program 
appears exceptionally cost-effective to implement 
and maintain, and could greatly benefit our com-
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munities by decreasing the numbers of high school 
dropouts in Washington State. 
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