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Abstract.The high school dropout rate is remarkably high in the United States, with estimates that
a student drops out every nine seconds. Research on the causes of dropping out reveal reasons as
individual as each student, and these forces often act in combination with each other. Resiliencybased programs, which help students develop the skills and relationships they need to succeed inside
and outside the classroom, can be very effective in preventing high school dropouts.

Count to nine. In that 9-second timeframe, another
student has dropped out of school in America. 1
The most recent national statistics peg our national
high school graduation rate at just 69.9 percent. 2 As
politicians have noted, these sobering statistics have
astonishing implications for our economy and our
ability to compete in the global economy. For educators,
these statistics represent millions of individual students
lost to uncertain futures.
How can educators begin to turn the tide? Research
shows that decreasing our dropout rates will happen
student by student. Students drop out for reasons as
individual as the students themselves. As a review of the
literature shows, the best drop-out prevention strategies
lock on to students as individuals, engaging them in
school and teaching them the skills they need to cope
with difficult times in school and in their lives.

Why and when do students
drop out?
Unfortunately, there is no foolproof method to
identify students who will drop out of school.
According to the National Dropout Prevention
Center, “[t]here is no single risk factor that can be
used to accurately predict who is at risk of dropping
out.”3 Instead, dropping out seems to be a function
of multiple factors across multiple domains, with
the factors often interacting with each other. Indeed,
students seem to drift toward dropping out as multiple
situations compound each other, rather than making
a single decision based on a single event. Based on this
research, the National Dropout Prevention Center
concludes that predictions as to who will drop out
are more accurate when multiple risk factors and
domains are considered.

At the broadest level, researchers have correlated
certain types of student characteristics with students
who drop out. For example:
• The same demographic factors correlated with
academic risk in general are also correlated with
the characteristics of students who drop out.
These include being from a low-income family,
being a minority, being male, being from a singleparent family, having limited English ability,
having learning or emotional disabilities, moving
frequently, and being overage for grade level.

There is no single risk factor that can be
used to accurately predict who is at risk of
dropping out.
• Students who take on adult roles, such as parenting
or working a substantial number of hours, are more
likely to drop out.
• Students who have struggled academically – receiving
low or failing grades, scoring poorly on tests,
repeating grades, falling behind on credits required
for graduation – are more likely to drop out.
• Finally, students who exhibit signs of being
disengaged from school are more likely to drop
out. These students have poor attendance rates,
are less likely to be involved in extracurricular
activities, act out in the classroom, and have poor
relationships with teachers and peers.4
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However, more students with these characteristics stay
in school than drop out.5 Cohort studies have followed
groups of students and reviewed school records to see
what actually happened during the school careers of
students who ultimately dropped out.

Academic performance and school
engagement matter equally, and they are
often, but not always, intertwined.
For example, Institute of Education Sciences (IES)
researchers following the class of 2002 discovered
that eventual high school dropouts earned fewer
credits than on-time graduates each year, and that
the differences in credits earned grew greater each
year.6 In Philadelphia, researchers found that they
could identify half of the sixth graders who would
ultimately drop out.7 In Chicago, researchers can
predict 85 percent of eventual dropouts based on
ninth grade information.8 From these types of cohort
studies, researchers have learned to focus on early
warning data such as failing grades in core classes and
attendance rates, but also caution that the relevant
early warning data may vary from district to district.

Resilient people are able to create
adaptive outcomes even in the face
of adversity.
Researchers have also asked dropouts their reasons for
leaving school. A recent survey, conducted for Civic
Enterprises in 2006,9 found that students gave the
following reasons:
• Lack of engagement:
– 69% were not motivated to work hard
– 7% said that classes were not interesting
– 42% spent time with people who were not
interested in school
• Personal reasons:
– 32% said they had to get a job and make
money
– 26% had become a parent
– 22% had to care for a family member
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• Academic reasons:
– 35% said they were failing in school
– 43% said they missed too many days of
school or could not catch up
– 45% said they were not prepared for high
school classes
– 32% had been required to repeat a grade
But, 70% thought they could have graduated if they
had tried, and 66% said they would have worked
harder if more had been expected of them
In general, students drop out at the end of a long
process of disengagement, rather than as the result of a
single event.10 Students often describe not being able to
catch up, or gradually increasing absences from school
until they discover themselves no longer attending.
Transition experiences also appear to be critical in
dropout decisions. More than one-third of all dropout
events occur between the ninth and 10th grades.11
Based on all of this evidence, it can be concluded
that “academic performance and school engagement
matter equally, and that they are often, but not always,
intertwined.”12 Students who are not engaged in school
tend not to show up or pay attention, and academic
failure often ensues. Similarly, students who experience
repeated academic failure are likely to start withdrawing
and becoming disengaged from school.13

What factors are key to
helping students graduate?
The discussion above has focused on when and why
students drop out of high school. Much research
has also been done on the factors that help students
otherwise at risk of dropping out stay in school. In
fact, some researchers are advocating that rather than
focusing on identifying potential dropouts through
existing deficits, schools need to focus instead on
building protective factors that can offer protection
against adverse situations.14 Many of these factors
focus on internal resiliency skills that help students
make meaning out of their school experience and
survive setbacks, and on relationships between adults
and students that provide the support at-risk students
need to make it through.
Resiliency skills
Why do some people experiencing challenging
circumstances succeed in important aspects of their
lives, while others with similar circumstances fail?
This phenomenon has been observed in many studies
across a variety of disciplines, and researchers use the
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term “resiliency” to describe a set of self-protective
characteristics possessed or experienced by those who
are able to adapt to hardship and succeed.15 As one
recent review puts it, “[t]he term resiliency generally
refers to those factors and processes that limit negative
behaviors associated with stress and result in adaptive
outcomes even in the presence of adversity.”16
In education, these adaptive characteristics can include
certain personality traits and individual behaviors,
features of the school and classroom environment,
and the home and family environment.17 Studies
show that innate ability does not appear to be
correlated with resiliency.18 While educators have
little or no control over such issues as innate ability,
family characteristics, or community demographics,
many resiliency skills can be taught to students and/
or provided in the school and classroom environment
that move students towards academic achievement.
Much of the resiliency research draws on the selfefficacy and self-determination theories of Ann
Masten, Albert Bandura, Richard Ryan and Edward
Deci.19 Researchers have found that many personal
resiliency traits can be linked to a sense of self-efficacy
and self-determination – in other words, the student
believes that he or she has the ability to shape what
happens and is responsible for his or her success. This
work has shown that a belief in one’s own effectiveness,
when combined with motivation and skills that allow
one to be effective, can be a self-fulfilling prophecy.
Research shows how the characteristics of resiliency
affect personal and academic success. By comparing
at-risk students doing extremely well in school with
at-risk students who are failing, researchers have come
up with lists of various resiliency traits that differentiate
successful… students from their failing peers. Motivation,
optimism, and self-directedness play prominent roles.
For example, one study found that resilient children
generally display four personal characteristics: social
competence, problem-solving skills, autonomy, and
a sense of purpose.20 Another study describes resilient
children as having developed six traits that allow them
to overcome difficulties: a sense of self-efficacy; goaloriented behavior; a sense of personal responsibility; a
sense of optimism; internal expectations; and coping
strategies for dealing with personal stress.21 Yet other
studies identify six resiliency skills linked to academic
success: building confidence, making connections,
setting goals, managing stress, increasing well-being, and
understanding motivation.22
A study of middle school students attending diverse
schools found that resilient students were much
more likely than their non-resilient peers to report

more involvement in school and higher levels of goaloriented behaviors, such as task orientation, pacing, and
feedback. Resilient students also reported higher levels
of motivation and academic and social self-confidence.23
Another study looked at a sample of students living in
high risk settings (exposed to violence, for example).
Students in these settings who possessed resiliency
characteristics such as high academic confidence and
high motivation were more likely to be retained and
have higher grades than their peers.24

Six resiliency skills linked to academic
success: building confidence, making
connections, setting goals, managing
stress, increasing well-being, and
understanding motivation
The role of relationships
The presence of key adult-student relationships is
important in the literature on resiliency. It is very
hard for students to gain and sustain resiliency
skills under difficult circumstances without
supportive adults to provide guidance, support,
and recognition.25 Conversely, the presence of at
least one supportive and caring adult can make a
world of difference for a child. The relationships
available in schools, between teachers and students,
provide opportunities for students to plan for and
accumulate academic successes. Schools foster
safe and supportive environments in which these
learning opportunities occur.

The presence of at least one caring and
supportive adult can make the world of
difference for a child.
Not surprisingly, researchers have found strong links
between school connections and student resiliency.
When researchers compared high-risk MexicanAmerican students with significantly high grades and
those with significantly low grades, they found that the
resilient students reported significantly higher levels of
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family and peer support, positive ties to school, high
levels of teacher feedback, and placed higher value on
school. The most significant predictor of success was
the student’s sense of belonging to the school.26 Another
study of resilient Mexican-American students found that
these students were more likely to report higher levels
of educational support from teachers and friends, and
greater encouragement to attend college, as well as a
higher sense of enjoyment at coming to school.27

Supportive relationships with teachers
can cut the dropout rate in half.
The importance of teachers was highlighted by a 2001
study in which researchers reviewed data from the
National Educational Longitudinal Study on a cohort
of 11,000 high school students.28 By asking students
about the support they received from their teachers, and
teachers about the level of guidance they provided to
students, the researchers discovered that teacher-based
forms of social capital operated to reduce dropout rates
by half. This impact was even higher for students from
socially disadvantaged backgrounds and those who had
experienced academic struggles previously. Other studies
have found similar results, linking teacher connections
and support to academic success.29

What schools do matters as to whether
students stay in school.
In addition to providing academic and emotional support,
teachers play an important role in modeling resilient
behaviors. They can show students that adversity is
temporary and can be overcome. By displaying excitement
about learning and building on student interests, they
show students that internal motivation leads to fulfilling
knowledge and skills. By engaging in goal-oriented
behaviors, such as identifying goals, making plans,
and providing feedback, they provide models of these
processes for their students. By having high expectations
for themselves and their students, they begin the selffulfilling prophecy of believing in self-efficacy.30
Finally, the power of the relationship between students and
teachers is such that it can transcend prescriptive approaches
to developing resiliency in children. “A key finding from
the resiliency research is that successful development and
transformative power exist not necessarily in programmatic
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approaches but rather in deeper level relationships, beliefs,
expectations, and a willingness to share power.”31

What schools can do
Researchers in dropout prevention agree that what
schools do matter to whether students stay in school.
Jerald (2007) argues that dropout prevention practices
within schools have stronger “holding power” when
they focus on “alterable” aspects of the learning
environment.32 In fact, many of these alterable school
factors have a stronger impact on preventing students
from dropping out than do unalterable factors such
as income levels, race, and ethnicity. Schools with
the strongest holding power provide challenging and
engaging curricula and the support needed to help
students successfully master the curriculum.
In reviews of successful dropout prevention programs,
researchers have found that many programs have the
same elements:
• Building confidence by providing opportunities
for success
• Communicating the relevance of education to
future endeavors
• Helping students build internal motivations for
success
• Helping students build problem-solving skills
• Helping students with personal issues such as
health and stress management
• Creating caring and supportive environments with
meaningful relationships between teachers and
students 33
ScholarCentric’s Success Highways program contains
factors that allow students to develop and sustain
the resiliency skills they need to succeed under
difficult circumstances. For example, when South
Division High School in the Milwaukee Public
Schools utilized Success Highways, a resiliency-based
curriculum, starting in 1998, approximately 2,500
students were exposed to the curriculum over the next
seven years. Three studies tracked implementation
and student performance during this period, and
found marked improvements in the following areas:
• Better attendance
• Higher grades
• More credits earned
• Increased test scores
• Reduced dropouts.
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The multivariate analysis found that attendance
improved by 137 percent; grades improved by 52
percent; number of classes passed improved by
33 percent, and overall retention improved by 64
percent. Researchers found that the more students
were exposed to the curriculum, the more their
outcomes improved. 34
The National Dropout Prevention Center offers four
recommendations for educators looking to implement
existing dropout prevention/intervention programs.
35
First, since students rarely drop out for only one
reason, programs should address multiple risk factors
across several domains. Similarly, programs should use
multiple strategies in addressing the risk factors. Third,
educators should take care to make sure the program is
fully implemented as designed. Finally, educators should
plan to evaluate the program to ensure its effectiveness.

Conclusion
The dropout crisis is real, and it affects the futures
of our students every day. However, research shows
that schools need not wait until students have already
dropped out or are in imminent danger of dropping
out. Instead, schools and teachers can intentionally
develop key resiliency traits and skills in students to
provide protection against circumstances that would
otherwise be associated with dropping out. Providing
this knowledge in an environment rich with trusting
and support adult-student relationships can mean the
difference between dropping out and completing high
school, which means making very real differences in
the lives of students.
Kelly Hupfeld is the owner of Public Sector Solutions, a
consulting firm specializing in education policy issues.
She is also a research associate at the Center for Education
Policy Analysis at the School of Public Affairs, University
of Colorado at Denver and Health Sciences Center.
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