Facts and projections

Iowa has been very much involved in dropout prevention within public education for the past 30 years. We have seen public schools address the issue time and time again through a vast array of activities. At one time we recorded over 120 different types of activities being implemented to increase the performance of at-risk students and prevent students from dropping out. Alternative schools alone have survived as a major education innovation to prevent dropouts ---an innovation that has not come and gone as many innovations have. We now have 115 recorded alternative schools and programs and more will be developed this year. There is a significant relationship between the rise in alternative schools and the reduction of dropouts in Iowa. Iowa has reached an all-time low in dropouts from public school. The rate has gone from 10% in the early seventies to less than 2% today. (See Success Stories) Dropout prevention initiatives started in 1984 under a support process called increased allowable growth (257.38, IC) has allowed 307 districts to expand personal support systems to assist students to complete what we call a high school education. Today, Iowa schools are experiencing over one hundred million dollars in support for serving at-risk student populations totaling over 40,000 students. At-risk is a term used to identify potential dropouts and dropouts as defined in Chapter 12, IAC. The definition does not include students with disabilities and constitutes approximately 30% of any school population of children. When children with disabilities are included, the level in any school can exceed 42%. 

Dropout prevention constitutes the center of the NCLB Act and remains a primary initiative in comprehensive school improvement in Iowa. Dropout rates and graduation rates are two primary data elements used to measure the value of schools. Schools are held accountable for serving all students and finding options and alternatives so all children can be successful in school. Iowa code 280.19A directs all public schools to provide options for learning for all potential dropouts and dropouts. The public schools are encouraged to do this in a variety of ways including the establishment of agreements between schools and between public schools and community colleges.

All public school districts must identify at-risk students at all levels, provide support and evaluate the effectiveness of the services. For those selecting the increased allowable growth option, the school districts must also establish goals to address at-risk students under Chapter 12, IAC. , coordinate with multiple agencies to provide support for students and families, and provide staff development specifically targeted at dropout prevention. Schools are reviewed on these activities within the comprehensive school improvement review process. 

Iowa has not achieved a zero dropout rate as a state. School districts from many different parts of the state have achieved a zero dropout rate. One hundred nine  (Approximately 30%) school districts have achieved this rate. Some of the districts are high poverty districts.

Achievement rates as measured by the Iowa Test of Basic Skills and Iowa Tests of Educational Development  have been maximized at the 100% level in some small schools. No answer is available to us identifying whether students have maximized their potential. We have students who have dropped out mentally and have graduated from high school. Some students capable of much more are not giving the teachers one hundred percent. Our in-school dropout numbers are probably far greater than the physical dropouts we have recorded. Low student performance is a major focus point of studies comparing our high school students with others from different countries. The general drift of the studies is that students in the United States could be performing at higher levels than they are and we need to address the issue. Much of the response has been to add more courses to high schools VS address motivation and performance.

In looking at over 17,000 individual records of achievement reporting in Iowa the non-proficient performers can largely be grouped into children with disabilities, African American, Hispanic, and low SES. The highest performance comes from schools with the smallest number of children (43 per grade level) primarily all Caucasian. The lowest performance comes from larger districts with higher diversity and poverty. 

The question before every community is “are we willing to go the extra mile it will take to achieve the goal of every child succeeding at the same high level?” 

In a report we developed in Iowa in the early 1990’s we identified three primary challenges to getting to a zero dropout—disabilities, poverty, and cultural differences. These challenges continue to abound in the research on gaps in education. The differences between poor and not; black children, Hispanic and white children; and children with disabilities and those without have not disappeared. Iowa has not answered the call for millions of dollars to research the challenges and seriously address the three primary barriers via providing the resources necessary to address these challenges to education. Despite the magnitude of the effort being made in Iowa to reduce dropouts and increase graduation rates large gaps still exist. Dropout prevention is being addressed in Iowa with great commitment with miles to go before we sleep. Looking forward gives us the picture of greater diversity, increased poverty, and continuing populations of children with disabilities. If we look at achievement data in Iowa we find that the schools highly challenged by the three barriers (the larger school districts) we find that the percentages of children scoring in the proficient range to be significantly lower than the state average. Those in poverty, minority populations and children with disabilities constitute the majority of students scoring below the proficient levels. 

There is emerging evidence that schools can overcome the challenges of poverty and cultural differences.  However, the evidence is being challenged and the data is not holding up well. For example, the report issued by the Education Trust in 2001 identifying 1320 “High Flying” schools that were both high-poverty and high minority and scored in the top third of all the schools in their State, has been soft on how schools got put on the list. They only had to score high in one grade level. A second look at the report found that when two grade levels were applied only 23 schools were found to be high achieving. A far cry from 1320. Nevertheless, some feel that the NCLB goals could be made to work if we chose to make it work. 

Dropping out is a highly personalized process that almost everyone experiences. You may not have dropped out of school but you have probably dropped out of something. So that makes you a dropout. The key question is:  “Why did you drop out? “  The answers to the question provide leads about what needs to be addressed to make the situation personally satisfying so you want to participate to your maximum. You may never want to participate in what you dropped from your personal life. 

The value for education for some students often never reaches a level where it becomes a priority. That is because basic needs shadow the need for school success.

Needed research: 

Characteristics of non-proficient performers: Those things schools can control and influence (listening skills, study skills, organizational skills)

Restructuring Through listening to our Children education. If many children in school today (elem., middle, high school) are asked to identify answers to four basic questions about school will they all provide a similar picture of what school should be for them to be successful?

Analysis of local resources necessary to provide the support necessary to increase the performance of non-proficient students.

Satisfaction of basic needs –Traditional schools VS alternative schools. 

Analysis of current programming for at-risk students: Effectiveness in changing behavior of high-risk children.

Identifying the critical help for districts to set up effectiveness evaluation. Chapter 12, IAC directs all districts to evaluate the effectiveness of programming for at-risk.

Teacher characteristics in programs serving potential dropouts. Do we need different variables in the characteristics of highly qualified teachers effective in dropout prevention? 

Policies and practices contributing to student failure—confirming established research on policies and practices that contribute to failure VS success.

Identifying the role/importance of student input systems to guide their personal programming. 

High performing-High Minority schools/High poverty/disabilities—what do schools do to improve performance up to proficiency and what resources does it take to get there.

The schools of the future: Design essentials:

Small Learning Communities

Highly personalized-every student treated as an individual

Positive, Caring relationships, respect and responsibility modeled and practiced

Multiage advisories in place with advisors being responsible for no more than 20 students

Mentoring available to all students

Restorative justice practiced

Parents and other community members actively engage with students to support learning

Students actively engaged in Democratic process of governance

Students experience citizenship through service

Self-directed project-based learning

Personalized learning plans for all students emphasizing student needs and interests

Personalized workspace for all students with internet access

Technology infused environment-variety of technology used as tools

Individualized /group projects complemented with multiple teaching/learning approaches

Achievement demonstrated publicly: high workplace standards as the quality goal

All students prepared for post-secondary education, workplace, and active citizenship

All students and staff engage in quiet reading every day

Project products assessed by more than one adult in meeting standards

Demonstrated achievement with public presentations

Electronic tracking of standards, student portfolios and reporting system

Standardized testing results inform Personalized Learning Plans

Value-added measures for assessment of life skills

Graduation includes a life skills project as well as standards being met

Autonomous school management with control over budget

Teachers model ownership and actively engage in decision-making

Teacher’s evaluations by peers, students and parents

Teachers engaged as at-will employment

Evaluations focus on self as well as school improvement

Coaching/mentoring plan for new faculty and continuous improvement

