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The second meeting of the American Youth Policy Forum (AYPF) Dropout Recovery Discussion Group addressed outcomes for at-risk and disconnected youth.  The discussion was structured in two parts.  Morning discussion addressed possible trajectories for youth who have left school without a diploma (e.g. pursuit of a GED, completion of a program leading to a high school diploma, apprenticeships or other pursuit of career skills or certification, pursuit of pathways to postsecondary education).  Noting that many policy organizations have endorsed the goal of college for all students, participants were asked to work in small groups to consider what this means in practice as well as possibilities for broader, and perhaps more realistic, goals for students who are struggling.  During the second portion of the meeting the group worked as a whole to address views of accountability in the context of the needs of at-risk students and the impact of accountability measures, such as exit exams and NCLB requirements, on dropout recovery programs.  

AYPF Director Betsy Brand explained that the overall goal for the series of discussions is to lay the groundwork for an AYPF report on dropout recovery that captures the complexity of the issues and targets the most promising opportunities for policy interventions.  She emphasized that exchange of ideas--not the development of consensus--was the principal goal of the meetings.

Outcomes for At-Risk/Disconnected Students

Small-group discussions began with the question of what generic outcome might realistically be the target for all kids.  Many policy advocates are urging states to make their high school graduation requirements more rigorous and to set college readiness as the goal for all.  At the same time, career and technical education (CTE) and dual enrollment programs are major investments in many states, and advocates are working both to revitalize these programs and to overcome the disdain some observers have had for CTE in particular.  These efforts are linked by the goal of opening up options for all students and rejecting differential goals for different groups of students.  

Nevertheless, participants were quick to acknowledge that a goal such as college readiness for all may not be sufficiently flexible to accommodate the needs of all students.  One participant noted that Department of Labor figures indicate that the percentage of jobs requiring a BA (20%) has not changed since the 1950s.  What has changed are the requirements for many of the jobs for which a BA is not necessary.  

Turning the question around--to focus on identifying the skills and knowledge all students need so that no options are foreclosed to them before they reach adulthood—provided a constructive way of considering what it takes to meet the needs of struggling students and out-of-school youth.  

Participants noted that many dropout recovery programs are limited in duration and scope, and that the more specific their focus can be, the greater their likelihood of success.  Thus, a short list of critical goals could provide a valuable framework for evaluating such programs.  
Necessary Skills/Knowledge

Participants suggested a list of essential skills and knowledge students must have as they leave their high school years, including:

· Language skills sufficient to succeed at the community college level;

· Numeracy skills sufficient to succeed at the community college level; 

· Financial literacy;

· Real-world work experience—the soft skills necessary to function in the workplace (e.g. punctuality, dressing appropriately, communicating effectively with peers and supervisors, etc.); and 

· Social literacy—the personal skills necessary to succeed in life (development of “whole person”).

The discussion of outcomes for students led to consideration of the way high school dropouts are typically viewed, and of what is known about them as a group.  Participants noted that despite evidence that dropping out is a process of disengagement from school that has many causes, and that dropouts are a diverse group, society views these young people in a generally negative light.  Many believe, despite evidence to the contrary, that these young people have less innate ability than others, and that their circumstances have compounded their deficit.  Thus, changing the perception of youth who have dropped out, or are in the process of doing, so is key to affecting outcomes for them.  Success breeds more success, so celebrating even small steps forward can be an important component in efforts to redirect the thinking of youth at risk.  At times of transition these young people are at greatest risk, and systems often fail them by not designating who is responsible for reaching them at those key points to make sure they are aware of all their opportunities and of what they need to do to pursue them.

Successful Strategies

With these ideas in mind, participants in each of the groups shared ideas about the components of successful recovery programs: 

· Access to the GED—recovery programs should include connections to the GED, not as an end goal but as an important option presented in the context of further options that would be open once the GED is secured.

· Remediation and academic support in general.

· Opportunities to accelerate, catch up with peers, and complete requirements as quickly as possible, on a schedule that suits older students who may also be employed or have family responsibilities.

· Contextual learning—application of rigorous content in a real-world context.

· Opportunities to obtain alternative job-related credentials (e.g. certified electrician. . .) that have value in the labor market.

· Programming that allows students to make choices and pursue multiple pathways either to the BA or to other targets.  A key goal is to help students envision an array of career pathways and focus on ongoing (lifelong) career advancement and upgrading, building on strengths students have.  One participant noted that McDonalds actually offers a career ladder with significant opportunity for advancement and that classifying any option as dead-end is counterproductive.

Pressing Policy Questions 

Summaries of the small-group discussions revealed significant agreement among the groups.  Discussion highlighted a number of policy questions that merit further attention in the AYPF report and beyond:

· Looking across the schooling trajectory, responsibility for helping students navigate critical transitions is not clearly assigned.  How can policymakers provide greater clarity regarding who is responsible for what outcomes at each stage?

· Are expectations high enough, both for this group of students and for the programs designed to serve them?

· How can the needs and potential of at-risk students be specifically incorporated into current high school redesign efforts?  Current emphasis on academic rigor and test scores, and the consequent exclusion of less academic elements of curricula, may have the biggest impact on dropouts.  These students may lose the most when the range of opportunities is constricted.

· How can dropouts as a group become less marginalized, be viewed as full members of the group of young people for whom states and districts are responsible?  (No resource stream is connected to responsibility for this group; particularly once these youth reach age 18 or 21, when they are no one’s responsibility. One participant called attention to the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act as an untapped resource in this connection—1 million of the 3 million adults it serves are ages 18 –24.)

· Tracking can be a huge barrier with at-risk youth, but it is very firmly established in many education systems. How can the conversation be shifted to focus on all young people’s varying needs and abilities?

· What information regarding this group do decision makers rely on and use?  What additional data need to be either collected or made more accessible?  (e.g., states need to collect more data on their own at-risk students; further research on pathways to career and further schooling is needed; data on recovery rates, related to cost if possible, as well as links to loss in economic productivity and costs of incarceration, have not been sufficiently available/appreciated). 

· How can “push-out” factors be minimized?  Districts may have reason to be glad when students who have a negative effect on average test scores drop out if they are not otherwise accountable for these students.

Accountability and Dropout Recovery Programs

The session on accountability began with a focus on the effects of NCLB, though the AYPF report will also address accountability at the state level.  Brand initiated the discussion by noting that though few concrete connections between NCLB requirements and dropout rates are evident in available data, the AYPF report will explore varying perspectives on the effects the requirements may be having.  The conversation also addressed the broader challenges of holding educators and others accountable for education of dropouts and low-performing students.

Effects of NCLB

The Superintendent of Arlington Public Schools, Robert Smith, spelled out his perspective on the effects of NCLB.  While he saw no evidence in his district that dropout rates have increased, the time it takes for many students, particularly immigrants, to complete school has increased.  He has also seen a significant increase in the amount of instructional time spent on preparation for testing, and, as a direct result, an “impoverishment of the curriculum.”  Testing of English Language Learners in particular, he explained, takes up “mountains of time,” in part because, in his view, the requirements “defy rationality” in the sense that reliable means to meet them are not readily available (Virginia has not been very successful in obtaining waivers from the Department of Education, he noted).  Smith further noted that Arlington Public Schools was already including subgroup data in its accountability measures before NCLB.

Other participants made similar observations regarding the impoverishment of curricula, noting that whatever is included in accountability assessments will be given far greater attention than other material.  Given that reality, some suggested, the accountability system could be adapted to better reflect the needs and interim goals of struggling students throughout their educational careers.

Arlington also was already including graduation rates in its calculation of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), but participants noted that many districts and states were not.  Still others pointed out that because of the way AYP is calculated and used, jurisdictions are highly motivated to work around it, by finding ways to exclude low-performing students from testing, for example.  As Jack Wuest, Executive Director Alternative School Network, put it, “what district would want to re-enroll dropouts—older kids with 6th grade reading skills?  That would just kill your numbers.”  Others noted that in some states (e.g. Oregon) alternative schools are defined as programs, and thus are not included in AYP calculations. 

Smith argued for addressing this problem by collecting longitudinal data for accountability purposes, rather than taking cross-sectional snapshots of student performance and outcomes, but noted that many states, including Virginia, do not currently have the infrastructure in place for that kind of data collection.

The Accountability Challenge for Struggling Students

As participants considered the multiple ways that jurisdictions can “game” accountability systems, the conversation turned to the underlying reason they are tempted to do so—the tension around options for the students who do not meet standards.  If one rejects the options of 1) evading responsibility for failing students/dropouts, or 2) confining them to a “holding tank,” a school setting geared toward low-performing students, what options remain?  Many participants spoke of ways to break away from the four-year, seat-time paradigm, arguing instead for a flexible process for developing competencies and mastering a series of short-term goals.  Skill gains, such as moving from a 6th grade reading level to an 8th grade level or making gains in critical thinking or problem solving, are not captured in most current high school scenarios, but are nonetheless significant steps forward for many students.  Many dropout recovery programs focus on this kind of progress, as well as improvements in attendance, study skills, and other critical elements for academic success (DC Best Kids, a year-round program, and the Alternative High School Initiative Network were mentioned). 

Flexibility—in the time it takes to complete high school, in the pathways students are offered, and in the settings students may choose, for example—may be beneficial, several participants noted, but students still need a credential that is recognized and valued.  If some students are offered alternative settings and flexible pathways, but are not held to rigorous standards, these students will be no better off than they would have been in the dead-end alternative settings many districts are trying to move beyond.  Participants noted that the question of requirements and certification is currently in a state of flux.  Possibilities such as offering credits individually, as proficiency is demonstrated in different areas, and allowing students multiple opportunities to demonstrate the required mastery, may offer a way out of this dilemma.  Performance measures and portfolios are natural components of such a system, and Brand called attention to a new high school credentialing structure being developed in Rhode Island.  In this model, students demonstrate mastery of a wide variety of competencies, including non academic ones such as civic leadership, which are linked to state standards and are also aligned with state higher education entrance requirements.  New Jersey and Oregon are also considering moving in this direction.  

The key strategies, many agreed, are allowing flexibility in the time it takes to meet basic goals and providing the supports students need to overcome hurdles—just as middle class students have.  Another key issue is teacher quality, participants noted.  A variety of data have demonstrated the discrepancies in the skill and preparation of teachers in low-income schools and those in middle-class schools; as long as they are assigned the least competent teachers, struggling students will never catch up to their peers.

Strategies

The accountability discussion closed with a variety of suggestions for improving existing mechanisms, which included:

· Use a report card model (similar to the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Kid’s Count Data Book) as a way of collecting information on a variety of factors, including characteristics of the school climate as well as a wider range of goals for students.

· Use a reciprocal system in which the responsibilities of schools, districts, states, and the federal government in each area are specified, with the goal of creating a truly interconnected web of support and accountability.

· Collect graduation data on age cohorts, allowing a longer longitudinal window in order to capture outcomes for those who take longer to complete requirements.  This method would have the advantages of eliminating double counting, not punishing jurisdictions that are serving students well even when they take longer to complete, and making it easier to capture interim progress measures.  (Others noted that four- and five-year graduation rates are still important because success in postsecondary education and the workforce is still linked to timely high school completion.) 

Next Steps

Brand explained that the goal for the October meeting will be to present a preliminary draft/outline and to work with the group to begin framing the primary issues to be addressed.  As background for the October discussion, follow-up information on programs and jurisdictions that are experimenting with some of the ideas discussed at the June meeting will be collected and an update on the progress of the National Governors Association Graduation Compact effort will be provided.

Participants

Cheryl Almeida, Jobs for the Future

Tom Applegate, Association of Career and Technical Education 

Rosa Aronson, National Association of Secondary School Principals

Betsy Brand, American Youth Policy Forum

Jan Bray, Association of Career and Technical Education

Cynthia Brown, Center for American Progress

Terry Cash, National Dropout Prevention Center

Lucinda Dugger, National League of Cities

Thaddeus Ferber, Forum for Youth Investment

Braden Goetz, US Department of Education

Samuel Halperin, American Youth Policy Forum

Linda Harris, Center for Law and Social Policy

Naomi Housman, National High School Alliance

Linda Huddle, Portland Community College

JoAnn Jastrzab, Abt Associates

Philip Lovell, America’s Promise—The Alliance for Youth

Nancy Martin, American Youth Policy Forum

Andrew Moore, National League of Cities

Alissa Peltzman, Achieve, Inc.

Marion Pines, Johns Hopkins University

Sally Prouty, National Association of Service and Conservation Corps

Gail Rosental, Springboard Schools

Marc Saunders, YouthBuild USA

Gail Schwartz, US Department of Education

Robert Smith, Arlington Public Schools

Anne Stom, US Department of Labor

Brenda Welburn, National Association of State Boards of Education

Richard Whalen, US Department of Education

Jack Wuest, Alternative School Network

