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Preface

The dropout rate in Colorado is unacceptable. With over 15,000 students annually in Colorado not
completing high school, those students’ futures and Colorado’s economy are greatly compromised. To let
this problem languish threatens the future of our state’s economy, health care and justice systems, overall
poverty rates, and way of life. Economic life is essentially over for the bulk of the students who drop out
of high school.

Tackling the state’s dropout crisis is a daunting task. To date few, if any, states have been able to dramati-
cally reduce the number of high school dropouts. However, new research illustrates that effective early
warning and intervention systems that flag students at higher risk of dropping out and target interventions
to help them back on-track are having real success in many communities. Colorado has the opportunity
to lead these efforts.

The good news is Colorado’s school district leaders and state leaders recognize the dropout problem and are
actively taking steps to learn more about this student population and what can be done to help them succeed
in high school. Our state has a unique opportunity to approach this problem differently. Stakeholders have
come to the conclusion that piecemeal dropout prevention and recovery programs are largely ineffective.
This has resulted in a desire for a state strategy that empowers and drives schools and communities to have
coherent and integrated reform strategies, rather than a hodge-podge of programs to manage.

An effort is underway that aims to cut the state’s dropout rate in half over the next ten years by convening
a group of organizations. This effort -- the Colorado Graduates Initiative (CGl) — has several elements and
includes action to improve policies and practices at both the state and local levels. Partners currently in
the CGl network include the Colorado Children’s Campaign, National Center for School Engagement at
the Partnership for Families and Children, and the Colorado Youth for a Change. Early initiative supporters
include the Donnell-Kay Foundation, JP Morgan Chase, Piton Foundation, Rose Community Foundation,
Qwest, and the Women’s Foundation.

This report highlights one of the initial projects of the CGI — a partnership with Johns Hopkins University
to work with five of Colorado’s school districts to help them understand both the behavioral patterns
of recent dropouts in the years prior to leaving school, and who is currently at risk of dropping out of
school (by looking at data from today’s students in earlier grades). As the Johns Hopkins work points out,
identifying middle school students with poor attendance, failing grades, and poor behavior can help educa-
tors and communities intervene with students much earlier to keep them on the path to graduation and
prevent future dropouts.

The five districts chosen to participate in the study are some of the largest districts in Colorado, thus, they
have some of the highest raw numbers of dropouts. Each of these districts took a bold step by digging
deeper into their data and agreeing to tackle this problem head on. Using this analysis, districts and their
communities will be better equipped to identify specific state, district, and school policies and practice
changes that may be necessary to impact student graduation and dropout rates. This research and analysis
is also helping districts better make data-driven decisions and puts them in an excellent position to seek
new federal resources to help address this problem.

The Hopkins data analysis, coupled with the work of the CGI partner organizations, has already resulted
in real, meaningful educational improvements for kids. Information about the district efforts to curb the

dropout rate is included in the report. Some highlights include:

« Adams |2: Is looking to partner with its sister districts in Adams county to create a dropout prevention
collaborative under the Adams County Youth Initiative.



* Aurora: s actively working to improve Infinite Campus (the district’s technology system) to create
an early warning data system to help schools have access to timely and accurate information about
students so they can provide an immediate response to behavioral factors that lead to dropping out.

* Denver Public Schools: Is conducting a pilot this fall with Lincoln High School to put in place an
early warning system, professional development and a community support collaborative to provide
intensive support and services to students exhibiting dropout warning signs.

* Jeffco: The Office of Dropout Prevention and Recovery (one of the only in the state), is spearhead-
ing a policy audit and analysis of practices that affect the dropout issue in every school in its district:
www.jeffcopublicschools.org/programs/drop_out/finish_line/stats.html.

* Pueblo: Instituted a district level policy audit followed by action planning with all central administra-
tors and principals. Professional development on dropout prevention is targeted for August 2009
with all secondary staff.

* Statewide: CGl is leading conversations with state and district officials to ensure that new Title | and
Special Education stimulus dollars can be used for dropout prevention and recovery efforts,and CGl
is seeking more district partnerships in these efforts.

This is tremendous work, and we applaud these districts and communities for aggressively tackling these
issues. The willingness to engage in self-analysis and the leadership of the districts described in this re-
port deserves commendation. It is daunting and courageous for leaders to look candidly at their most
significant challenges. All the districts described in this report opened their data to outside partners and
engaged in serious discussions about what could be done. This type of candor is necessary to solve this
problem. We hope other districts will follow their lead and recognize that solving real problems requires
an open attitude. We must do more than acknowledge that challenges exist. Progress requires that we
truly understand what is happening to our children. We look forward to partnering with others and sup-
porting all those willing to go down this path.

However, this is just the beginning. More work must be done to reach our goal of cutting the dropout
rate in half over the next decade. As such, the Colorado Graduates Initiative will continue to partner with
the state’s key stakeholders to ensure that this work and future work around the dropouts issue remains
a top priority. To find out more about the CGl, please contact Alex Medler,Vice President for Research
and Strategy, Colorado Children’s Campaign at alex@coloradokids.org.

Tony Lewis Chris Watney
Executive Director President

Donnell-Kay Foundation The Colorado Children’s Campaign



l. Introduction

“About 30 percent of Colorado high school students don’t graduate. Less than half of the black, Latino
and American Indian students who start high school in Colorado actually finish. Our goal: cut the drop-
out rate in half within 10 years.” Governor Bill Ritter, Jr.'

The ambitious goal set by Colorado’s governor to address the state’s dropout problem is a model for the nation. Helping
thousands of young people to receive their high school diplomas instead of leaving school without them is a crucial step
in improving the quality of life for all Colorado residents.

Accomplishing this goal will require focused attention on dropout prevention, intervention, and recovery, particularly in
the schools and districts with large numbers of dropouts. As researchers at Johns Hopkins University have pointed out in
earlier publications (e.g., Balfanz, 2007; Balfanz, Fox, Bridgeland, & McNaught, 2008), understanding the dropout problem
in a community is an important first step in developing and implementing plans to reduce the number of dropouts and
increase the graduation rate.

The research reported here was conducted as a foundational analysis for the work of the Colorado Graduates Initiative
(CGI), a partnership of several education advocacy organizations and other non-profit organizations seeking to assure
that districts and schools succeed in accomplishing the goal of cutting the state’s dropout rate in half within the next ten
years. Created in January 2008, the current CGl partnership includes the Colorado Children’s Campaign, the Partner-
ship for Families and Children (and the associated National Center for School Engagement), and Colorado Youth for a
Change, together with representatives from the Colorado Department of Education, several Colorado school districts,
and the Johns Hopkins University Center for Social Organization of Schools. Funding for this research was provided by
the Donnell-Kay Foundation and the Piton Foundation.

This research focused first on the statewide distribution of dropouts, and then on five of the districts having some of
the largest number of dropouts, using both aggregate school level data from the Colorado Department of Education and
individual level administrative data from each of the five districts. The report begins with an analysis of the concentration
of dropouts within the state of Colorado, and a brief review of what research has shown about predictors of a dropout
outcome. It provides an analysis of the demographic and behavioral characteristics of dropouts from the five Colorado
districts as well as early warning indicators among students in middle school and ninth grade. The report concludes with
recommendations for steps that districts and schools could potentially take to identify and address these early warn-
ing signals. The recommendations include specific suggestions for an integrated dropout prevention framework, using a
multi-tiered public health framework with an early warning system and tiered interventions to increase attendance and
reduce both problem behavior and course failure. In short, this report presents several keys to addressing Colorado’s
graduation challenge:

* We can locate where the dropout problem is concentrated in the state (by districts and schools)

* We can identify which students are unlikely to graduate without interventions (through routinely collected district
administrative data)

* We have interventions that can keep students on track to on-time graduation.

! http://www.ontheissues.org/Governor/Bill_Ritter_Education.htm
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The Concentration of Colorado’s Dropouts

Preliminary analyses using aggregate school level data from the Colorado Department of Education sought to determine
the extent to which Colorado dropouts were concentrated in particular districts and schools. Figure 1.| below, based
on 2005-06 data for the 430 Colorado schools that include a grade nine, shows the uneven distribution and concentra-
tion of dropouts across schools. The 25 percent of schools (108) in Colorado with the most dropouts account for 70
percent of all dropouts across the entire state.

Figure 1.1 Concentration of Colorado Dropouts by Percentiles of High Schools
with Largest Number of Dropouts

Top25%of  Top20%of  Topl5%of  Top 10% of Top 5% of
schools schools schools schools schools

Put another way:

- Only 5 out of every 20 schools accounted for roughly 14 out of every 20 dropouts in the state.
- Only 4 in 20 schools accounted for roughly 13 in 20 dropouts in the state.

- Only 3 in 20 schools accounted for roughly || in 20 dropouts in the state.

- Only 2 in 20 schools accounted for roughly 9 in 20 dropouts in the state.

- Only | in 20 schools accounted for roughly 6 in 20 dropouts in the state.

Colorado’s dropouts are also highly concentrated within a small number of counties and districts. Of those high schools
with 46 or more dropouts (the top 25 percent, 108 schools), 60 percent are found in four counties in the metropolitan
Denver area. While the rest are spread out throughout the state, there is much more concentration of high dropout
schools in the Pikes Peak, North Central, and Mesa County Valley regions than elsewhere in the state.
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Understanding the Early Warning Signals of a Dropout Outcome in Districts with the
Highest Concentration of Dropouts

Based on these findings regarding the concentration of Colorado’s dropouts, this study focused on five of the Colorado
districts with large numbers of dropouts: Denver Public Schools, Jefferson County (Jeffco) Public Schools, Aurora Public
Schools,Adams 12 Five Star District, and Pueblo City Schools. These districts are large in size, and not necessarily the
districts with the highest percent of students that fail to graduate. But given their size, and their dropout rates, they do
produce large numbers of non-graduates. These districts agreed to share de-identified longitudinal student level data
for analysis, and provided helpful district context information (see Section 2) as well as their plans for responding to the
more detailed reports they each received (see Section 8).

The study was theory-driven, building on prior research on the predictors of
a dropout outcome. While dropout rates are considerably higher among some
demographic groups than others (e.g., high poverty, Hispanic and Black, those with
parents who did not complete high school, those with siblings who have dropped
out), Gleason and Dynarski (2002) have shown that demographic factors do not
efficiently predict which students will drop out. A more promising focus relies
on the theoretical construct of student engagement in schooling (e.g., Fredricks,
Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004) that has guided much of the research on dropping
out. Engagement has emotional, behavioral, and cognitive components, which
are sometimes classified as social and academic engagement (e.g., Webhlage, et al.,
1989). Engagement is itself influenced by individual student background, as well as
by the institutions (family and community, as well as the school itself) within which
the individual student is placed (Rumberger & Lim, 2008). A variety of factors
may influence the student to begin a process of disengagement with schooling, a

psychological process that generally manifests itself behaviorally in absenteeism,
failure to complete assignments, and failure to pass courses.

While many of the factors leading to student disengagement are not school-related, the behavioral indicators of student
disengagement leading to a dropout outcome, such as attendance and course failure, manifest themselves directly at
school. In the nation’s “dropout factories” (Balfanz & Legters, 2004), mostly minority student U.S. high schools where 50
percent or more of students do not make it from ninth to twelfth grade on time, average daily attendance rates of 80
percent or less are an overwhelming daily reality. Low levels of attendance are a strong predictor of course failure, and
course failure in ninth grade is a strong predictor of dropping out (Allensworth & Easton, 2007; Finn, 1989; Lan & Lanthier,
2003; Lee & Burkham, 2003; Neild & Balfanz, 2006a, 2006b; Neild, 2009a; Roderick & Camburn, 1999; Schargel & Smink,
2001). Balfanz, Herzog, and Mac Iver (2007) have shown that these behaviors manifested in sixth grade (attendance, a
record of misbehavior, or course failure in English or mathematics) predict roughly half of eventual dropouts.

Dropping out is also strongly associated with certain school characteristics (which this study was not able to address di-
rectly). Even after controlling for the effects of demographic composition (particularly ethnicity and poverty), attendance,
and school resources, dropout rates are higher in schools that are large, located in urban centers, and public (Rumberger
& Thomas, 2000). Dropout rates are lower at schools with more personal relationships between teacher and students
and less differentiation in curriculum among students (Bryk & Thum, 1989; Croninger & Lee,2001; Lee & Burkham, 2003).
Findings from Chicago have indicated that student course performance is related to relationships with teachers, the rel-
evance of classroom instruction to the future, teachers’ sense of joint responsibility for student success, and the degree
of “coherence in instructional programming” across the school (Allensworth & Easton, 2007, p. 33).
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While there is also a considerable body of research focused on family background and psychological variables that prob-
ably influence the observable behaviors related to disengagement from school (see review in Hammond et al., 2007),
this study sought to help the districts identify early warning signals already available in district-collected data that could
guide potential interventions aimed at dropout prevention. The goal was to provide data for state level and district level
decision-making as well as recommendations for targeting interventions to increase the high school graduation rate and
reduce the dropout rate. The study sought to go beyond a demographic snapshot of students who dropped out of school
to identify behavioral warning signals prior to a dropout outcome. Knowing these early warning signals (e.g., problems
with attendance, behavior, or course failure) could help inform district planning for interventions to address the reasons
behind a dropout outcome.

Because district policymakers are often inter-
ested in the characteristics of all dropouts in a
particular year, this study focused primarily on
dropouts from the 2006-07 school year (as out-
come data for 2007-08 were not finalized). Find-
ings could have been unique in this year, though
the correspondence of findings from this study
to findings in other districts gives us consider-
able confidence in their reliability. The “back-
wards” or “retrospective” analysis approach used
in this study complements the “forward cohort”
approach used in previous studies (e.g., Balfanz,
Herzog, & Mac Iver, 2007; Mac Iver et al., 2008;
Allensworth & Easton, 2007). The forward co-
hort approach provides a better estimate of the
impact of certain variables on student outcomes
(graduation vs. dropout), and we were also able
to conduct this type of analysis in three of the five
districts (following all the 2003-04 ninth graders
through their on-time graduation year of 2007).
On the other hand, the retrospective analysis was
able to capture students new to the district, who
would not be included in the forward cohort.

This research was conducted using de-identified individual level administrative data from the five districts (described
more fully in Section 2). After describing demographic and behavioral characteristics of the dropouts in 2006-07 (Sec-
tion 3), we turn to an analysis of both ninth graders (Section 4) and middle school students (Section 5) in 2006-07 to
examine how many students are currently displaying early warning signals of a potential dropout outcome. We conclude
with a summary of findings (Section 6) and some recommendations (Section 7) for steps that districts and schools could
potentially take to identify and address these early warning signals. The districts describe their plans for responding to
the data analysis and recommendations in Section 8. In Section 9 we provide more technical background on the study
and additional statistical analyses based on outcomes for the 2003-04 cohort of ninth graders (the class of 2007). A
companion Dropout Prevention “toolkit” with frameworks and tools for use in implementing recommendations is also
available online as a downloadable pdf file.
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2.The District Contexts

In this section we asked the five districts to summarize their own contexts and explain why it was important to the
district to participate in this data analysis project.

Adams |2 District Overview

Adams 12 has 40,800 students. The district spreads across two counties (Adams and Broomfield) and five communities
(Broomfield, Northglenn, Thornton, Federal Heights and Westminster) as well as parts of unincorporated Adams County.

In 2008 the district had 39.8% minority enrollment (31% Hispanic, 9% Other, 60% Anglo).

4.6% - 902 Dropouts
07-08 Dropout Rate
Hispanic - 6.6% Anglo - 3.5%
7.5% - 1,441 Dropouts
06-07 Dropout Rate . P
Hispanic - 8.9% Anglo - 6.9%
74.1%
. Females - 77.3% Males - 70.8%
07-08 Graduation Rate Hispanic - 64.4% Anglo - 6.9%
SPED - 62.2% LEP - 64.7%
06-07 Graduation Rate 76.3%
79.0%
. Females - 81.0% Males - 76.9%
07-08 Completion Rate Hispanic - 8.7% Anglo - 84.5%
SPED - 69.5% LEP - 66.2%
06-07 Completion Rate 80.4%

Why was it important for Adams 12 to participate in the Johns Hopkins study?

* Dropout and graduation data are reviewed by many at the school and district level, but systemic “ownership” for
action planning to address concerns at the district level has not existed.

» Participating in this study helped quantify dropout-related issues (past, present and future) in a manner and to a
degree that goes deeper than we previously thought possible.

* In 2005, the district raised its graduation requirements from 20 to 23 credits. The increased credit requirements
became fully in effect for all students in 2008. Without increased support and credit recovery options, dropout
rates are likely to increase and graduation rates likely to decrease as a result.

2n Section 8 of this report the districts summarize how they are responding to the report findings.
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Aurora Public Schools District Overview

Aurora Public Schools (APS) includes Adams and Arapahoe Counties. APS operates 30 elementary, four K-8s, seven
middle schools, five senior high schools and six charter schools. K-12 enroliment for 2008-09 was 32,754 students.
The diversity of the student population demographics are reflected in the following figures: Native American — 1%,
African American — 21%, Asian — 4%, Hispanic — 52% and White — 22%. Our English Language Learner population
is 38% and Free/Reduced Lunch is at 64%. Four-year cohort graduation rates have declined over the past four
years to 56% although the one-year dropout rate has also started to decrease and is at 8.2%.

Why was it important for Aurora to participate in the Johns Hopkins study?

In the fall of 2006, under the leadership of a newly elected Board of Education and Superintendent John Barry, the Aurora
Public Schools implemented a bold strategic plan,VISTA 2010.

The plan’s vision proclaims we will “graduate every student with the choice to attend college without remediation.” The
mission is to “teach every student the knowledge, skills and values necessary to enter college or a career and become
a contributing member of society who flourishes in a diverse, dynamic world.” Our vision and mission are unequivocal
— every student — with no excuses and no blame. To succeed we would have to accelerate learning and increase student
achievement. We start and end every conversation with student achievement.

VISTA 2010 identifies a process and roadmap for institutional change,
the kind of change necessary to address our challenges. It is organized
around four core priorities in the areas of People, Achievement, Com-
munity and Environment (PACE). If reflects a commitment to picking up
the PACE for continuous improvement. Because our students come to
us with significant academic challenges, we know we cannot be success-
ful addressing the dropout issue unless we accelerate learning. There is
a sense of urgency as state test scores continue to be among the low-
est in the state. In order to address the barriers of poverty, transiency,
language and student disengagement, we developed a plan that addresses
both academic and organizational changes. The plan also recognizes the
importance of increasing the performance of students who are already
proficient or advanced. We are raising the top and bringing up the bot-
tom.

To raise student achievement and close the achievement gap among eth-
nic groups and economically diverse students, our district needed a co-
herent vision, revitalized mission and clearly focused strategic plan to ad-
dress the district’s current challenges and ensure a laser focus on student
achievement. We had to find solutions to overcome poverty, transiency,
language barriers and disinterest. We needed higher expectations and
higher accountability for all.

To help address the vision and mission of VISTA 2010, we partnered with Johns Hopkins to study the systemic challenges
manifested in the behaviors of our students who had or would soon drop out of our schools.
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Denver Public Schools District Overview

Denver Public Schools (DPS) serves the residents of the City and County of Denver, Colorado; 55% of the school dis-
trict is Latino, 18% is African American, and 23% is Anglo. Sixty-six percent of the district’s students qualify for free and
reduced lunch.The current student enrollment is 75,269. DPS is comprised of 152 schools -- 68 Elementary, 18 K-8, 16
Middle, I5 High, 21 Charter, 6 Alternative, and 8 Other.

Graduation rate: 52% (completer rate is 60.7%). The graduation rate is determined by following one group of students
(a cohort) over a four-year period from grades 9 through 12.

Dropout rate: 10.4%. The dropout rate is a one-year snapshot of all students who drop out of school during one school
year. This rate considers all students in grades 7 through 12.

Why was it important for DPS to participate in the Johns Hopkins study?

Denver Public Schools has long had a goal to increase graduation rates and decrease the dropout rates. The research
provided by the Johns Hopkins study provided another reference point to be used as the district plans for improved
student achievement.

Jefferson County Schools District Overview

Jeffco Schools educates approximately 85,000 students each school year. In the 2007-2008 school year this accounted for

10 percent of the students attending school in Colorado. Despite strong partnerships with our parents and community,
hiring highly qualified and dedicated staff in our schools, providing state of the art technology in classrooms, engaging in
best practice teaching and counseling methods and holding ourselves personally and professionally responsible for pre-
paring all students for a successful future, we have students who drop out of our schools unprepared for the next step
in their life’s journey. In the 2007-2008 school year, our dropout rate (3.2 percent) was better than the state average,
however 1,430 students dropped out of Jeffco Schools.

Jeffco School District takes very seriously the Governor’s charge to reduce the drop out rate among school-age youth
by 50 percent within ten years. Jeffco Schools created an Office of Dropout Prevention and Recovery to collaborate
with students, parents, counselors, teachers, administrators and community partners to implement strategies and apply
intensive services to reduce the likelihood of students dropping out and to reengage those students who have recently
dropped out of school. As a district and community we feel a sense of urgency to combat this problem and have dedi-
cated resources to recover students and prevent the loss of future students.

Why was it important for Jeffco to participate in the Johns Hopkins study?

Jeffco Schools has struggled over the last five years to graduate more than 80 percent of our students in a four year
period. In 2006-2007, of the 1,713 students who dropped out of school, |,325 students were not participating in instruc-
tional programs typically associated with traditional dropout risk factors. The Johns Hopkins study provided Jeffco-spe-
cific, research-based, statistical markers to indicate those students who are more likely to graduate on time and those
who are likely to drop out of school. These risk factors allow for timely identification and early intervention with students
who are at-risk of dropping out of school.
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Pueblo City Schools District Overview

With a population of about 102,000, Pueblo is one of Colorado’s smaller urban areas. The Pueblo City School District
serves over 18,000 students — 61% Hispanic, 33.5% White, 2.8% Black, and |% American Indian.

Like many urban areas in Colorado, Pueblo has a growing population of young people that have become disengaged from
their families, schools, and their communities. The community faces several challenges to ensuring its youth reach their
potential. Analysis of the most recent statistics available from the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention,
The Colorado Department of Education, and the Colorado Children’s Campaign revealed:

* Nearly 22% of Pueblo’s youth under 18 live in poverty, compared with 13% statewide.
* The teen birth rate in Pueblo County is 31/1000 compared to 24/1000 for the state.

* 31% of all births are to mothers that have not yet received their high school diploma, compared with a statewide
rate of 22%.

* Pueblo County has an out-of-home placement rate of nearly 30/1000, compared with about 12/1000 statewide.

* The number of students served by the McKinney-Vento Homeless Education Program is over twice the state
percentage of 1.6%.

* 68% of students in the Pueblo 60 school district are eligible for free and reduced price lunches, compared to
34% across the state.

* The high school graduation rate for the district is 58% compared with a statewide average of 70%.

* The student mobility rate in the school district is 51%.

* Juvenile arrests made up 34.3% of the total arrests made in Pueblo County from 1994-2004, compared to 18.7% statewide.
* The juvenile violent crime index was 3% higher than the state average, and the property crime index was 5% higher.

* The Keating Education Center has a dropout rate over three times the district average at 20%, and over 50% of

the student body is court-involved.

Why was it important for Pueblo City Schools to participate in the Johns Hopkins study?

The data above reveals that many in the Pueblo community face significant challenges. Pueblo City Schools consistently
strives to review their data to ensure the district is meeting the needs of ALL students. As a district, we have also re-
viewed many of our policies which address attendance, truancy, bullying, suspension, and graduation requirements. Dur-
ing this review, it was discovered that many policies were not in the best interest of students. Since then, we have been
aggressively identifying and making changes toward the best interest of all students.
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3.Characteristics of 2006-07 Dropouts in the Five Districts

Research on the characteristics of dropouts during 2006-07 was conducted using student level administrative data from
each of the five districts (described more fully in Section 9). Dropouts in each of the districts were identified by the
withdrawal code in the final district administrative record of the 2006-07 school year for each student.> The number of
dropouts thus identified in each district was nearly the same as the number reported in Colorado Department of Educa-
tion (CDE) files for 2006-07. After summarizing the demographic and status characteristics of the 2006-07 dropouts, we
describe the behavioral characteristics of these dropouts during their high school years. The extent of early attendance
and course failure warning signals suggests the importance of developing intervention systems to address and reverse
these behaviors linked to dropout outcomes.

Demographic Characteristics

Gender and ethnicity patterns in dropout outcomes in these Colorado districts matched the national research findings.
Overall, the proportion of male dropouts was higher than females in each of the five districts (ranging from 52% to 59%),
though in Pueblo, the proportion of males among dropouts (52%) matched the overall high school population proportion of
males. Even though there were more male than female dropouts in each district, more than 40% of dropouts were female.

Minority students (Hispanics, African-Americans, and Native Americans) tended to be significantly overrepresented among
dropouts as compared to non-dropouts, but male and female dropouts did not differ significantly in ethnic distribution. In
districts for which data on student poverty level were available, students eligible for free/reduced price lunch were overrep-
resented among dropouts compared to their proportion in the overall student population (with no gender differences).

The age of students at the time of dropping out was distributed normally in each of the five districts, but varied from
an average of 16 in one district to about I8 in another district. Each district had a relatively small number of 12 and |3
year old dropouts, who may have been students transferring to another district but lacking documentation. Each of the
districts also had a small number of dropouts ranging in age from 19 to 22. Female dropouts tended to be somewhat
younger than male dropouts in most districts.

Status Characteristics

In districts for which data on English as a Second Language (ESL) status were available, ESL students were somewhat
overrepresented in the dropout population, as compared to the non-dropout population. The percentage of dropouts
who were new to the school district (no record of enrollment in previous years) varied from 5% to 18% among the five
districts. District intervention is particularly difficult for this group of students.

Figure 3.1 Percentage of Dropouts New to District in 2006-07

Denver IID“.'.'.
Adams 12 Ilsw;.
Aurora Ji2s
leffen I1 0%
Puehlo y IS"‘«'\.

3 See Section 9 for a more detailed description.
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The distribution of dropouts among grade levels differed notably among the five districts, often related to district policy
about the relationship between credits earned and promotion to the next grade level. In Denver, Aurora, and Adams
12, a plurality of dropouts were ninth graders, and in Pueblo, a plurality were tenth graders. In Jeffco just over half the
dropouts were twelfth graders, but a majority of those students were short more than five credits, and a majority were
also age 19 or older.

In general, only a small percentage of the dropouts in any of these five districts had earned sufficient high school credits
to be anywhere close to fulfilling graduation requirements. Male and female dropouts did not differ significantly in grade
level at dropout or number of credits short of graduation.* The percentage of dropouts within five credits (or courses)
of the number required for graduation ranged from a low of 7% in Denver to 23% in Pueblo and Jeffco (with 10% in Ad-
ams 12 and 12% in Aurora).® This information is critical for effectively designing new school solutions involving special
programs designed to help students earn missing high school credits quickly.

High School Behavioral Characteristics of Dropouts

Given the prior research that identified attendance, behavior, and course failure (the “ABCs”) as important early warning
indicators of a dropout outcome, we sought to determine how many of the dropouts in these Colorado districts were
displaying early warning signs. Such early warning signs could then be monitored with future cohorts to guide interven-
tions designed to prevent dropout outcomes.

Attendance

Because of changes in district data systems, ninth grade attendance data (absences) were available for less than half of
the 2006-07 dropouts in the five districts,and not at all in one of the districts. The available data (which could be biased
in some way) indicated that in three of the districts half or more of dropouts were chronically absent® during the ninth
grade; nearly half had chronic attendance problems in the other district. Data were not available to make comparisons
with the 2006-07 graduates.

Figure 3.2 Percentage of 2006-07 Dropouts Chronically Absent in Ninth Grade, By District
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“ This finding, together with the finding that female dropouts tend to be younger than male dropouts, is related to the fact that males are more likely to be overage
for grade than females.

5 Because of the extent of missing data on this variable in district datasets, these figures should be interpreted with caution.

6 Because of differences in available district data, we defined chronic absence as either missing more than 20 days, or less than 90% attendance, depending on the
district. These may differ by one or two percentage points, depending on the exact number of days in the school year, but are close enough for general comparison.
Analyses used “total absences” since most district data available did not distinguish excused from unexcused absences.
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Focusing on attendance in the year prior to the dropout or graduation outcome, we found extremely large differences in
the chronic absence rate between dropouts and graduates. At the same time, in some districts there were a significant
number of dropouts with missing data or relatively good attendance, even in the year prior to the dropout outcome,
who could not be identified in an early warning system strictly by attendance. In several of the districts, female dropouts
tended to have higher levels than male dropouts of chronic absenteeism in the year prior to the dropout outcome.

Figure 3.3 Percentage of Students Chronically Absent in 2005-06,
by 2006-07 Outcome Group and District
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Behavior

Suspension data over the four year period 2003-04 to 2006-07 were available for four of the five districts. Dropouts were
at roughly twice (and sometimes nearly three times) as likely as graduates in 2006-07 to have been suspended at least once
over that four year period. In general, female dropouts had significantly lower rates of suspension than did male dropouts.

Figure 3.4 Percentage of Students with at Least One Suspension over Four Years,
by 2006-07 Outcome Group and District

m % of dropouts with at least one suspension in four years
% of graduates with at least one suspension in four years
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Course Failure

Ninth grade transcript data were available for most 2006-07 dropouts from all five districts. Analyses indicated that
dropouts failed significantly more courses than did non-dropouts during their ninth grade year. In some districts female
dropouts had somewhat lower levels of ninth grade failure than male dropouts, while in other districts there were no
significant differences between male and female dropouts in the extent of ninth grade failure. Though recovery from ninth
grade failure is indeed possible, the large majority of graduates had no ninth grade semester failures. Figure 3.5 summa-
rizes how the incidence of ninth grade failure differentiates between dropouts and graduates.

Sufficient data on predictors of ninth grade course failure (particularly ninth grade attendance and eighth grade test
scores) were not available for 2006-07 dropouts. As we point out in our analysis of course failure among current ninth
graders (Section 4 below), ninth grade attendance is the strongest predictor of ninth grade course failure, followed by
eighth grade test scores. (Middle school grades, shown in other research to be more important than test scores, were
not available for analysis in most districts.) Controlling for these measures, females also have significantly fewer course
failures (which helps to explain lower proportions of females than males among dropouts overall). In some but not all
of the five districts, minority status remains a significant predictor of ninth grade failure, even controlling for attendance
and eighth grade test score.

Figure 3.5. Percentage of 2006-07 Dropouts and Graduates
with at Least One Ninth Grade Semester Failure
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Analyses in the five districts indicated that few dropouts who had been in the district since ninth grade (and thus had
ninth grade course failure data available) had no warning indicators (no ninth grade failures, no suspensions, and atten-
dance of 90% or better in the year prior to dropout). Just 3 percent of dropouts in three of the districts had no warning
indicators. In two of the districts with relatively higher poverty levels, ten percent of dropouts gave no early warning
signals, which could indicate poverty-related “life event” reasons for a dropout outcome. Overall, however, the vast ma-
jority of dropouts were giving warning signals prior to dropping out.
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Modeling Outcomes for 2003-04 Ninth Grade Cohort (Class of 2007)

For a more in-depth analysis of factors associated with a dropout outcome, and to obtain a more accurate calculation of
the probabilities of graduation for different levels of dropout risk, we conducted a separate forward-cohort analysis of
the 2003-04 ninth grade class (the class of 2007) in the three districts in which data were available. This analysis captured
outcomes for all ninth grade students by the spring of their on-time graduation year.

Outcomes differed dramatically, depending on the number of ninth grade failures. Among those with zero ninth grade
failures, the graduation rate (excluding students transferring out of the district) ranged from 77% to 88%. The graduation
rate fell steadily for each successive semester course failure in ninth grade. Just 10 to 12 percent of those with five or
more semester failures in ninth grade (two courses and a half-course) managed to graduate on time. Figure 3.6 sum-
marizes how the relationship between course failure and the proportion of students graduating on time is similar across
Colorado districts and to results from Chicago (Allensworth & Easton, 2007).

Figure 3.6 Percentage of Class of 2007 Students Graduating from District within Four Years,
By Number of Ninth Grade Semester Failures
(Transfer students excluded)
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Modeling Graduation, Non-graduation, and Dropout Outcomes

We conducted statistical analyses’ to model differences in outcomes by 2006-07 for students in the 2003-04 ninth grade
cohort (Class of 2007) in these three districts, focusing on |) Dropouts vs. graduates; 2) Graduates vs. Dropouts (the
converse); and 3) Graduates vs. Non-graduates (dropouts, expulsions, GEDs, other non-district programs, still in school,
maximum age; excluding regular transfers and death). Besides gender and ethnicity, analyses considered the impact of the
number of ninth grade semester failures in 2003-04 on student outcome. Unfortunately, data on attendance were not
available for 2003-04 (ninth grade year) in any of the three districts, and suspension data were available in only two of the
three districts. Demographic variables besides gender and ethnicity were not available for all districts.

Analyses indicated a very strong relationship between ninth grade course failure and a dropout outcome. Though gender
and ethnicity were still significant predictors of dropping out even after controlling for ninth grade failure, gender tended
to drop out as a significant predictor when other factors (including ninth grade suspensions) could be controlled.

7 See Section 9 for a more detailed and technical description of these analyses.
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In two of the districts there were enough high schools to conduct analyses taking into account that students were nested
within schools in ninth grade (see Section 9 for a more detailed discussion). In addition to the effects of ninth grade
failure and gender and ethnicity, there was a significant effect of school poverty rate (percent of low income students) on
non-graduation outcomes. It is possible that students at higher poverty schools are more likely to have “life events” (e.g.,
the need to get a job or care for family members) that contribute to a dropout outcome, above and beyond the effect
of course failure. Structural school variables (size and student/teacher ratio) were not significant, controlling for school
poverty level. In addition, the relationship between ninth grade failure and non-graduation outcome varied significantly
between schools. This would suggest that school-level practices could potentially have a moderating effect on the rela-
tionship between ninth grade failure and graduation outcome. Targeted interventions in response to course failure are
likely to help students who have fallen behind in credits needed for graduation to catch up and graduate on time.

4.Dropout Risk Indicators among 2006-07 Ninth Grade Students

Since the preceding analysis of Colorado dropouts echoed findings from previous research regarding the importance of
failure during the ninth grade year as a predictor of a dropout outcome, it is important to examine dropout risk factors
in the current ninth grade (based on individual student level data from the 2006-07 academic year). While this analysis
of current ninth grade students cannot (by definition) include actual graduation or dropout outcomes, it provides a cur-
rent picture of the number and concentration of students who may be at risk of an eventual dropout outcome. It also
provides useful data for targeting interventions to reduce dropout outcomes.

Attendance

As Chang and Romero (2008) have noted, relatively high rates of daily attendance can mask high rates of chronic ab-
senteeism, because students tend to be absent on different days. In 2006-07 the percentage of ninth graders who were
chronically absent (missing more than 20 days or attending less than 90% of the time, depending on the district) ranged
from 19% to 64% (Figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1 Percentage of 2006-07 Ninth Graders Chronically Absent
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Behavior

As expected, the percentage of students manifesting the risk factor of at least one suspension during ninth grade was lower
than those demonstrating attendance problems. As Figure 4.2 indicates, rates of suspension (percentage with one or more
incidents) ranged from 13% to 20%. In general, those students with behavior problems generally also had problems with
chronic absence, but there were many chronically absent students who did not manifest other behavior problems.

Figure 4.2 Percentage of Ninth Graders Suspended at Least Once During
Ninth Grade Year (2006-07)
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Semester Course Failures

Of the 2006-07 ninth graders in the five districts for whom course marks were available (ranging from 74% to 100% of
students, depending on the district), the percentage with at least one semester failure during ninth grade ranged from
35% to 62%. The percentage with at least four semester failures ranged from 7% to 34%. Failure rates were higher
among males than females, and among Hispanic and Black students than White or Asian students.

As expected, the number of semester failures was positively related to number of days absent. The size of the correlation
ranged from 0.5 to 0.7, indicating that in some districts failure was less related to absences than in other districts.

Multivariate analyses indicated that attendance was by far the strongest predictor of ninth grade failure, though eighth
grade test score was still significant. How students perform in classes reflects the effect of both their level of engage-
ment/effort and their academic skills. (The effect of test scores on the dropout outcome tends to work through the
impact of skills on course failure, rather than having a separate, independent effect). Gender was also a significant predic-
tor (males having higher failure rates). Ethnicity, ESL status, overage status, and suspensions were not significant when
these other factors were controlled.
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Figure 4.3 Percentage of Ninth Graders with at Least One Semester Failure
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Summary

Large percentages of students are failing at least one ninth grade semester course, which is a key indicator of a potential
dropout outcome. Failure is strongly associated with low attendance. Addressing all of these early warning signals with
an effective intervention is an important step in seeking to reduce eventual dropout outcomes.

5.Dropout Risk Indicators among 2006-07 Middle School Students

The following analysis provides a snapshot of dropout risk factors in the middle grades, based on individual student level
data from the 2006-07 academic year in the five districts. Building on prior research, we again focused on attendance,
behavior, and course failure. Although this analysis of current middle grades students cannot (by definition) include actual
graduation or dropout outcomes, it provides a current picture of the number and concentration of students who may
be at risk of an eventual dropout outcome. It also provides useful data for targeting interventions to reduce dropout
outcomes.

Attendance

Chronic absenteeism in middle school varied widely among the five districts. In 2006-07 the percentage of middle school
students who were chronically absent (missing more than 20 days or attending less than 90% of the time, depending on
the district) ranged from 10% to 43% (Figure 5.1). Since chronic absenteeism tends to increase between middle and high
school, it is crucial to begin interventions early so that more students will stay on-track to graduation.
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Figure 5.1 Percentage of 2006-07 Middle Graders® Chronically Absent
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Behavior

Analysis of district data for 2006-07 indicated that the percentage of middle school students with at least one suspension
ranged from 13% to 27% (Figure 5.2). Rates of suspension varied by gender (with boys having substantially higher rates
than girls) and by ethnicity (with Native American, Black, and Hispanic students having higher rates than White students

or Asian-Americans.

Figure 5.2 Percentage of Middle Graders Suspended at Least Once During 2006-07
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8 This includes students in grades 6 through 8 in Pueblo,Adams 12 and Denver, and students in grades 7 and 8 in Jeffco. Although middle school in Aurora includes
grades 6 though 8, the data available for this report were from grades 7 and higher.
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Course Failure in the Middle Grades

Middle school course grades from 2006-07 were available for four of the five districts. The percentage of students in the
first year of middle school (either sixth or seventh grade, depending on the district) who had the equivalent of one full
year failure (including two semester failures or three trimester failures) ranged from 9% to 23% among the four districts
(Figure 5.3). These rates were largely related to the relative percentages of students with demographic at-risk factors of
high poverty or minority status. Failure rates varied substantially by ethnicity and were higher among Hispanic, African
American and Native American students than among White or Asian students. Failure rates also varied substantially by
gender, with more boys than girls receiving failing marks.

Figure 5.3 Percentage of First-Year Middle School Students
with at Least Two Semester Failures
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Summary

A third of sixth grade students are exhibiting at least one of the early warning indicators (poor attendance, behavior
problems, course failure) in two of the districts, and as many as half appear to be at risk in another district. It is crucial
to begin systematic interventions at the middle school level to help these struggling students improve their attendance,
behavior, and course performance before the problems worsen and become even more difficult to address in the transi-
tion to high school.
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6. Summary of Conclusions

This analysis has shown that the 2006-07 dropouts in each of the five districts were displaying behavioral warning signals
several years prior to the dropout outcome. While not perfect predictors of a dropout outcome, these indicators dis-
tinguished dropouts from graduates rather dramatically.

Among the 2006-07 dropouts (with prior data) in the five districts:

* More than three in four had failed one or more semester courses in ninth grade (compared to between one-fifth
and one-third of graduates with the same indicator)

* A large majority (in four of the five districts) displayed patterns of chronic absenteeism

* Nearly half (in four of the five districts) ha