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Betsy Brand, Director of the American Youth Policy Forum, welcomed the participants to the fourth meeting of the Dropout Recovery Discussion Group. 
Supported with funding from the Carnegie Corporation, AYPF is working with a wide range of education, youth development and workforce preparation leaders across the country to develop recommendations for state and federal policymakers on how to address the unique needs of out-of-school youth. Discussion groups have explored multiple education pathways, innovative funding streams, performance-based education, and effective partnerships between traditional public schools, youth agencies, and alternative educational institutions that have been successful in serving young people.
Reauthorization of the No Child Left Behind Act

Brand introduced Alex Nock, Director of the Commission on the No Child Left Behind Act. The bipartisan, independent commission makes recommendations to improve the impact of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).
Nock reported the commission has worked hard to receive input from a broad range of people and organizations and has received over 10,000 individual e-mails about the impact of NCLB. 
“We’re really taking a look at what is going on with how the law is implemented and the net effect of the policies and implications,” he explained. “We have really tried to step back and do that with people who were for the law and against the law.”
A recent hearing on standards convened by the commission included everyone from supporters of national standards to a representative from the Cato Institute, who argued that government has no place in shaping education policy.
The commission has tried to become a “place of dialogue,” Nock said, and the commission’s work has focused on several key issues—teacher quality, accountability, Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), public school choice, assessments, standards, data collection, English Language Learners, early childhood education, and parental perspectives on the law.
The commission anticipates releasing a report in early to mid-February. While Nock could not speak to recommendations the commission will offer, he did address some general themes the commissioners heard in gathering feedback. 
“We heard from so many different people – parents, business folks, civil rights leaders – you would think they would have totally different viewpoints,” he said. “But surprisingly that was not the case. There were a lot of common concerns and in some cases common solutions. We didn’t want to be a place where you come and say ‘I love testing and accountability or I hate it.’ The commission wanted to hear practical solutions.”
Major themes that emerged from the comments received by the commission included:
· Teacher Quality: A consensus emerged that NCLB provisions for highly qualified teachers was really “not moving the ball forward.” While teacher knowledge is clearly important, just because you have knowledge of your subjects doesn’t mean your students are going to learn. There is a gap between teacher subject knowledge and actual classroom learning.
· Inequality: Title I and non-Title I schools continue to receive vastly different resources, which exacerbates inequalities in schools and classrooms. 
· Principals: NCLB has a minimal focus on ensuring that high-quality principals are in schools, particularly low-performing schools. “The question is how should the law be focused on principals, and we want to learn from the provisions on Highly Qualified Teachers (HQT) and think about ways we can help with this.”
· Accountability/ AYP:  A significant challenge for the commission when people talked about growth models is what growth under AYP really means. There are models, but the question for Congress and the commission is if you are going to include growth how do you do it? The tension is that if you focus on judging growth you are no longer focusing on standards; however, both can co-exist.
· Students with disabilities and student who are English Language Learners: NCLB has clearly shined a spotlight on these students. “Before this law there was not an academic component or a subgroup analysis, and that has been a big change for states and districts,” Nock said. “Suddenly, we don’t just have to test them, but actual results matter.” The challenge is that often states don’t have valid testing instruments to assess these students.
Nock acknowledged is that most funding under NCLB has gone to elementary schools. “What was obvious to the commission is we are still not thinking systemically about high school reform,” he said. “Many high school reform models don’t look critically at the problem they are trying to solve. We don’t see enough thinking about why kids drop out and why they don’t succeed.”

The role of the GED is a significant point of debate and discussion among educators. “For kids who drop out we do need to help them get back in school,” Nock said. “If [GEDs] count in graduation rates you are not really giving them an incentive for staying in school.” He acknowledged that if students drop out and don’t come back to school “that may be beneficial for you under the current system.”

While debating the merits or drawbacks of NCLB, and AYP specifically, is a legitimate discussion to have, Nock asserted that the law has raised awareness of accountability. 

Brand commented that it sounds as though the commission will be making some recommendations that go beyond what is currently in the law or staking out some new territory about systemic school reform.
Nock responded by saying the law has “opened up a whole new national dialogue about what we need. When was the last time a federal education law caused dinner conversations? This is a buzzword nationally for the common person.” In order for the commission to do its job of looking at what is working and what is not, he said, a broader conversation is needed about why we have HQT or AYP.
“We will chart some new territory in our conclusions,” he said. “There is nothing wrong with thinking about new ways of doing business.”

Adria Steinberg, Associate Vice President with Jobs for the Future, followed Nock’s presentation by handing out a white paper co-written by JFF and the Center for American Progress entitled Addressing America’s Dropout Challenge: State Efforts to Boost Graduation Rates Require Federal Support.
The white paper, issued in November, proposes a federal Graduation Promise Act of 2007 that “would establish a federal commitment to partner with states, districts and schools to raise graduation rates.” According to the new act would “seed and scale up effective strategies and school designs for keeping high school-aged students in school and achieving at a high level of academic performance.”
Steinberg said: “We know that states and districts need to dig deeper about how we look at graduation rates.”
Cassius Johnson, Project Manager with Jobs for the Future, highlighted the three provisions of the proposal.
1. Creating incentives for school turnaround: The act proposes a systemic initiative looking at the policies and practices at the state level which influence high graduation rates: weighted student funding, growth models at the high school level, ensuring there are no incentives to drop out. Federal grants would be given to several states for creating “innovative space.” The premise is that there are obstacles at the state level that get in the way of high graduation rates.
2. Supply issues: When there is a demand for school turnaround efforts there must be a scaling up of models and a “healthy supply” of programs that will address dropout recovery and school turnaround. Competitive grants would be open to districts, non profits, and private organizations.
3. Accountability for high schools: Giving weight to graduation rates in the AYP system, such as adopting cohort graduation rates as the measure is proposed. The graduation rate should be considered under accountability systems. 
JFF is working to find a systemic approach that addresses whether state polices are the best target for increasing grad rates.
Steinberg noted that the National League of Cities, in conjunction with the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, has been working with alternative high schools to develop a policy agenda to move these programs to scale and address the needs of at-risk kids and improve graduation rates. 
Initial ideas from this effort include advocating that the federal government include graduation rates under accountability systems by allowing graduation in 6 years rather than 4; using a performance-based accountability system that tests mastery models; providing incentives for intervention in high schools with low graduation rates; targeting support for experiential models, and proficiency based assessment; and a call for multiple federal agencies to help meet the needs of young people.

Mala Thakur, Executive Director of the National Youth Employment Coalition, said that her organization has focused on financing options for out-of-school youth with a particular emphasis on “blending funding” to support educational and comprehensive services for struggling students and out-of-school youth. (NYEC has issued a report on funding options.) 
Chris Sturgis of MetisNet stressed that it is not about dropout recovery but “how we get these kids diplomas,” and argued that students “should have a right to be in school and get funds until the age of 20.” Districts across the country are pushing underperforming students out under NCLB so accountability measures are not pulled down. Leading indicators, she said, show that in urban districts 25 percent of students enter on track and leave off track. “Carnegie units are handcuffing us across the country,” she said. Sturgis encouraged the NCLB Commission to look at the issue of disciplinary education because many alternative schools are disciplinary in nature. In Philadelphia, she noted, 25 percent of male dropouts have been detained or court involved. Of those students who have been detained, only about 10 percent graduate.
Nock said these ideas were important but emphasized that NCLB is not able to address everything. The federal law is already struggling to address English, math and other academic issues and that there is a danger in trying to do too much. 

Terry Cash, Assistant Director of the National Dropout Prevention Center, asked Nock if the Commission is looking at the limitations of a nine-month school calendar—a relic of the agrarian era.
Nock acknowledged that it is a common theme brought up, but that NCLB has limits. “I think it would be a tough sell for NCLB to get into this,” he said.
Peter Kleinbard, Vice President of the Youth Development Institute of the Fund for the City of New York, said that NCLB provisions inhibit his state’s most effective practices relating to dropout youth so they have been exploring “growth models.” 
What is lost in this discussion around growth, Nock said in response, is “the ability to do growth beyond the conversation of accountability…Growth has to be structured around the goal of standards.”
Kleinbard followed up by asking if the commission is dismissing growth models as an accountability measure.
“It’s not that it should or should not be considered but whether it is tied to absolute standards,” Nock said.
Rosa Aronson, Director of Advocacy and Strategic Alliances for the National Association of Secondary School Principals, thanked Nock for his remarks describing the tension between accountability and capacity building in NCLB. “When you change things you have to focus on will and skill,” she said.  “NCLB has focused on will but not a lot on skill. What is your sense of the capacity building portion of NCLB in its reauthorized form?”
“We are at a fork in the road,” he said. “If we go one way you will get what we have now—incremental change… This is not just a federal responsibility. Most states have constitutional provisions about adequate, high quality education. States have to be at the table as well. NCLB can play a role but we can’t count on NCLB to play the only role. But we are not doing enough around capacity. There are barriers in the statute that actually hurt the capacity to turn around schools. So we can definitely play a role.”
Alissa Peltzman, Policy Analyst with Achieve, Inc., asked if there are any efforts to create a more rigorous test more closely aligned with the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).
“The Commission is convinced that in many states we are not asking kids to do enough,” Nock said. “If kids are proficient or advanced on assessments and then graduate high school and need college remediation or basic workplace skills that is an issue. The rigor question is definitely something we are going to address in a way that moves the ball forward.”

Thakur noted there are more 16 and 17-year-olds in GED programs and that younger students are increasingly pushed out by NCLB standards into adult and basic education.
Brand noted there is an upcoming meeting sponsored by the GED office of ACE to discuss raising the age for taking GED. 

Linda Harris, Senior Policy Analyst with the Center for Law and Social Policy, also discussed policy issues about whether the GED would be accepted or whether the age should raised. Some of the impetus for the proposed changes seems to be as a result of the requirement to report on “cohort” graduation rates (measuring how many students who started in 9th grade class actually graduate senior year).
Linda Huddle, Director of Alternative Programs at Portland Community College, observed that this discussion gets away from recognizing that these students need flexibility and often can’t attend school full time. “The GED is more flexible and gets them back into school and gives them confidence,” she said. “When you take it off the table we are forgetting who these kids are.”

Secondary-Postsecondary Linkages and Dropout Recovery

After lunch, Huddle gave a presentation on Secondary-Postsecondary connections and dropout recovery. Portland Community College has been a leader in working with youth who have not been successful in traditional high schools. Portland has a large network of alternative schools. The Gateway to College (GTC) models creates an accessible route to college by providing “wrap around support” for students. “It’s important to have multiple models for kids,” Huddle said. “One size does not fit all. We want to challenge the myths about high school dropouts,” she said. “They are not all misfits or involved in the juvenile justice system.”
The model is a dual credit program so high school students get college credits, exposure to a rigorous curriculum, and ongoing student support. High school students are a part of the college because the program is located on campus. A small learning community for each student’s first “foundational” term helps build academic skills and reinforces positive learning behaviors and prepares students for success in an adult leaning environment. An intensive student evaluation and selection process for the program helps ensures students have an appropriate readiness level.
Flexible scheduling is critical. An 8am - 3pm schedule did not work for these students so they can take part time classes or have very flexible schedules. Instructors are skilled in both K-12 and college teaching. Resource specialists, who work with students in their first term and continue working with them as they transition to regular college courses, are skilled in motivational psychology, problem solving, academic advising and social service. Career majors (pathways) align high school completion requirements with college degree or certificate requirements.
Most students are between 16 and 21-years-old. School districts must provide options for students when traditional schooling isn’t working, and the money follows students outside the traditional high school environment. Participating students are out of school or on the verge of dropping out, behind in high school credits, and have a GPA level of 2.0 or below. Students must have at least an 8th grade reading level to participate. 

Teachers focus on basic skills in reading, writing and math and how to apply them in discipline specific areas. “The whole learning community is focused on what they will need to make the transition to college,” Huddle said.
Students develop academic habits needed to succeed in a college environment (how to deal with homework, and for example, planning). Because students didn’t have good relationship with instructors, they work on issues of trust, respect and motivation. Student support includes working on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation and developing positive peer relationships. As part of Gateway Continuation (when students transition and start taking college courses) they continue to work with a resource specialists once a week and take other support classes.
GTC students exceed PCC degree-seeking students in persistence rates, and by October 2005, 157 students had earned a credential; 84 earned a high school diploma; 21 associate’s degree; 67 GEDs. Some students earned multiple credentials.
There are now twelve GTC sites around the country. The model has been funded to be replicated at 20 additional colleges.

Funding and Administration

GTC is funded through agreements with local K-12 school districts or a charter agreement. Districts pass through a portion of per-pupil expenditure to pay for student tuition and books. Funding mechanisms vary, but include Title I and support from private foundations. Some districts have added more dollars to the per pupil amount to help cover the true cost of the program. “We expect the college and district partners to tell us how they will sustain funding,” Huddle said. 

GTC is part of the Early College High School Initiative of the Gates Foundation. The focus is first generation, low income, English Language Learners, and students of color.
The GTC National Network has developed several recommendations to assist in the creation of similar programs:
· More flexibility is needed in NCLB to address high-risk students. Student access is limited by the four- year graduation requirement. A longer period of time would allow students who are significantly behind to catch up.
· Districts are not willing to take on high risk students because of AYP requirements.
· Alternative assessments are needed.
· Funding to support disconnected students should include weighted funding to accommodate additional costs of meeting needs of dropout and at-risk students. 

· Create financial aid eligibility for secondary students who are in college settings.
· A federal initiative focused on disconnected youth could provide funding and require states to offer educational alternatives for students who are not successful in traditional schools.
State and local policies that inhibit Secondary-Postsecondary Learning Opportunities include:
· Instructional minutes

· Teacher certification rules
· Students with GED not eligible to continue high school in some states

· Requirements regarding lunch and transportation that do not fit a college program

· Jurisdictional boundaries

· Testing windows 

Nancy Martin, Senior Program Associate at AYPF, asked the group about the viability of secondary-postsecondary connections as a dropout recovery tool.
Buell Snyder, the Director/Principal at Jefferson County High School in Louisville, KY said their students receive Average Daily Attendance (ADA) until age 21. All programs are competency based so seat time is not a factor. The board of education has approved letting a GED be a step toward a high school diploma. If someone is 20 years old with 4 or 5 credits, the district suggests that they take the GED to get a job and then enroll with the district to pursue a high school diploma. Night/summer programs are available every day of the week, and on-line courses are offered for credit recovery. “Most barriers are man made, and district can do much more than they are doing,” he said.
Gayle McGrane, the Principal of Central Learning Center in Forest Lake, MN, asked about the amount of time it takes to instill a belief in students that they can do this. “What I’m wondering is how critically important are those resource specialists?”
“They have nothing but praise for the kind of support they get,” Huddle said. “It is a critical feature to have that. A lot of programs and colleges are trying to consider those specialists for their general population.”

Huddle added that they are trying to understand the barriers to success. For example, they noticed many of the students struggled with required classes like economics and biology. Introductory companion courses were developed that were linked to particular courses. The completion level is much higher for students who have those introductory courses.
“We are like stealth change agents in college,” Huddle said referring to the fact that the college is now using these introductory classes for all students.
Brand noted that AYPF published a report called The College Ladder on programs that allow high school students to earn college credit and the GTC program is profiled. Key findings from the report include:
· Most colleges have strict entry requirements, so there is a need to broaden entry requirements so they are not just grade based or test based. Programs should also look at attendance, personal qualities etc.
· Successful programs have strong peer support, mentoring, tutoring and “wrap around” services.
· In many cases student can’t transfer college credit from one college to another, so there needs to be greater clariy on the policies to allow this. 
· It is important to ensure the work that students are involved in is college level work and not “college-like” work. 
“These are some very complicated issues that have to be dealt with to make the strategy work,” Brand. 

Peter Kleinbard of the Youth Development Institute noted that New York City is trying to create a pathway for GED students by working with community-based organizations. “It’s a different approach to deal with students who have not been successful in school,” he said. “The biggest issue is retention.” The support comes from a community-based organization (CBO). CUNY colleges have been providing space for CBO staff and they work with students and staff in the college so the young people do not have to negotiate these issues by themselves.
Marion Pines, Director of the Sar Levitan Center for Social Policy Studies at Johns Hopkins University, said that since by and large we are dealing with poor students we need to remember that 25 years ago there was a program that guaranteed youth a job if they went back to school. “Do you think if your kids were guaranteed a job that would help?” she asked.
Huddle said 50 percent of her students work already. “What I think would help is financial aid so they wouldn’t have to work,” she said. “Many of these kids have had real life work experience already and would like to focus academically full time. Guaranteed work would be a good idea if it were part of a career exploration program.”
Anne Stom, Youth Development Specialist with the U.S. Department of Labor, reflected on her work with My Turn, which helps first generation college students. They found they had great rates of getting students into college but they did not stay. My Turn created a specialist position where the specialist worked with students during their first year in college to make sure they knew how to navigate the college’s resources.

Draft Outline of the Final Report on the Dropout Recovery Discussion Group
Brand asked the group about ways to proceed in drafting the report and to consider ideas for collaborating on other advocacy strategies.
She said the “real meat” of the report will be policy recommendations. Focus will be on state and federal policy.
Brand encouraged the group to look at the draft outline closely and come back with ideas/feedback. The goal is to have a draft in June prior to the fifth and last meeting.  There is some thought of perhaps having different versions of the report. There would be an overall report; one might be tailored to national policymakers and another to state policymakers.
Cindy Brown, Director of Education Policy for the Center for American Progress, recommended that the report have specific policy recommendations because other groups like the Alliance for Excellence in Education will be advocating for specific solutions as well. “Complaining about the problem isn’t going to get us anywhere,” she said. “You have to have very strong solutions.” Big city school districts are distributing funding in a very unequal way, Brown said. She recommended that this be addressed in the report. Other participants recommended showing by way of profiles or case studies what the group is advocating.  
Brand said she would like to identify groups that are working on this issue and continue convening dropout recovery meetings once this discussion group ends. 

This summary was prepared for the American Youth Policy Forum by John Gehring.
