
1 
 

High School Drop-Outs 
Introduction 

 
The 2009-2010 CAC Committee on High School Drop-Outs was charged with looking into the 
reasons why the district continues to have children dropping out of high school. Specifically, the 
committee was asked to study the reasons behind high school dropouts and to make 
recommendations of what the Unit 5 community can do to make sure no student feels the desire 
to dropout. 

From September 2009 until March 2010, the whole committee met ten times. Between meetings, 
members divided up into three subcommittees to address the following questions: 1) why 
children drop out of school; 2) what programs Unit 5 has to keep at-risk students currently and 
compared with other districts; and, 3) what can our community do to prevent dropout. The 
committee also interviewed a small sample of Unit #5 teachers and did a focus group of Youth 
Build students. 

As part of the data collection, committee members interviewed students attending Youth Build’s 
charter school program for high school drop-outs and those interviewed included both former 
Unit 5 and District #87 students. Committee membership included administrators from two high 
schools, whom provided their knowledge on what the district is currently doing.  

To capture the findings of this committee, this report will address a literature review on why 
students drop-out of school, including the social and economic ramifications, and personal 
reasons given by local high school drop-outs. The report also includes a review of what the Unit 
5 community is currently doing to prevent student drop-out as well as recommendations on what 
it can and should be doing to make sure that no student feels the desire to drop out of school.  
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Recommendation 
 

Through research conducted, the 2009-2010 CAC Committee on High School Dropouts found an 
overwhelming number of reasons that students drop out of high school ranging from poor 
academic performance to mental or physical health challenges to feeling bored or unchallenged. 
Regardless of the reason, a number of things were apparent: 1) there are variables identified in 
the research that have high predictability for a student dropping out of high school; 2) students 
typically displayed traits of being at risk for dropping out that were identifiable long before they 
actually dropped out of high school; 3) the school environment plays an important role in 
whether or not students choose to stay in school. 
 
Based on these observations, the High School Dropout committee makes the following 
recommendations. These recommendations are designed to ensure that no child falls through the 
cracks unnoticed in Unit 5 schools and that each child is supported to meet their full potential in 
school and in preparation for college and the workforce  
 
Recommendation One: The district should put together a task force to look at school and 
district structures that monitor and support students' academic and social/emotional development 
to prevent students from slipping through the cracks. Attention should be paid by this task force 
to assure that existing or needed structures are not impeded by district budget cuts. 
 
Recommendation Two: Each school should put into place a plan for how data from the Illini 
Data System can be used (compatible with other data systems) within the classroom, grade-level, 
and school-wide to flag students that display early signs that can lead to dropping out due to 
factors such as absenteeism, high mobility, low academic achievement, mental health challenges, 
disciplinary issues, and other variables. 
 
Recommendation Three: The district should examine the current counseling services available 
to students, including the consideration of drop-in availability, and make recommendations for 
how to improve in-district counseling as well as connect with outside counseling services. 
Included in this examination should also be a focus on guidance at the elementary level for high-
need children.  
 
Recommendation Four: The school district should put into place a credit recovery system that 
allows a student to “recover” credit for a course in which they received a failing grade. 
 
Recommendation Five: The district should examine ways to utilize study halls (at the 
secondary level) and after school programs (at the elementary level) for academic support for 
integrating multidisciplinary resource support for students. 
 
Recommendation Six: The district should examine alternative schooling options that allow 
students to graduate up to two years early (e.g. National Center on Education and the Economy’s 
new World Class Instructional Systems and Examinations program) or enroll in classes in a 
different environment (e.g., dual credit or tech program courses at community college). 
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Recommendation Seven: The district should seek outside funding to implement postsecondary 
coaches in all of the junior high schools and high schools that will target college readiness (for 
both two and four year colleges) for at-risk students with the capability but unlikelihood to attend 
college. 
 
Recommendation Eight: The district should consider the ramifications of cutting funding for 
programs and measures that prevent high school dropouts (e.g., classroom sizes, early childhood 
and elementary programs, district-wide literacy initiative) and should consider cutting funds that 
impact these as a last resort. 
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Literature Review 
 

Social and Economic Impact of Failure to Complete High School 
 

Approximately 1.2 million students in the United States fail to graduate high school each 
year (America’s Promise Alliance, 2009). In Illinois, this equates to nearly 30,000 students who 
dropped out of high school during the 2008-2009 school year. Unit 5’s high school drop-out rate 
is 2.4 percent, lower than the state’s drop-out rate of 3.5 percent (Illinois 2009 School Report 
Card).  However, this amounts to 302 students in Unit #5 schools that dropped out between the 
2008-2009 school year and 3,769 students that have dropped out of the district since 2002 (see 
chart 1 below).  

 
Chart 1 

Number of Dropouts in Unit 5 Since 2002 
 

 
 
The dropout challenge in Unit 5 schools is an issue that affects the entire community not 

only because of the individual consequences to the student, but also the societal costs involved in 
dealing with dropouts. Research has linked graduation failure to increases in crime and poverty, 
increased use of social services, and decreased earning (and taxing) potential. The Alliance for 
Excellent Education (2009) estimated a loss of nearly $12 billion in total lifetime additional 
income for the Illinois students who dropped out of high school in 2009.  While those with a 
high school diploma can expect to earn 55 percent less than what an individual with a bachelor's 
degree earns, an individual who fails to complete high school can expect to earn almost half (41 
percent) of what an individual with a high school diploma earns (NCES, 2009).   

In addition to this individual impact, there are larger societal costs that include losses in 
tax revenue and increases in the demand of public assistance. Nichols and Nichols (1990) 
calculated the dollar value of dropping out, in 1990, as 3 billion in public assistance, 3 billion in 
crime prevention, and 73 billion in lost tax revenues.  In 1990, every taxpayer paid an additional 
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$800 to cover the costs of those who leave high school without a diploma (Nichols & Nichols, 
1990).   

Research into high school dropout rates has also shown that individuals from racial and 
linguistic minorities have much higher dropout rates. Since the fastest growing segment of the 
population of the United States comes from minority groups (students from low-income families, 
Latino/a, non-English speaking immigrants, and other minority groups), there is reason to 
believe the high school dropout rate will increase if strategies to prevent it are not adopted. This 
is especially true for Unit 5 school district as since 1999, the low-income population in Unit 5 
schools has increased from 16% to 28.7% (2009 Illinois School Report Card data), with this 
trend predicted to continue. This also includes a growing number of students from ethnic and 
racial minorities (see Chart 2 below) 

Chart 2 
Growth of Income and Racial Groups in Unit 5 District 

 

 
 

Why Students Drop Out of High School 
 

 Much attention in the past has focused on intervention strategies for students who have 
dropped out of high school. However, increased attention now is being paid to long term and 
short term prevention strategies. In order to design preventative programs, instead of strategies 
focused only on intervention, researchers have tried to identify factors for why students drop out 
of high school. 
 Characteristic research (i.e., individual, family, and social characteristics) focuses on the 
personal or individual variables often cited as a contributing factor in dropping out of high 
school.  Hammond, Linton, Smink and  Drew (2007) reviewed over seventy-five articles on high 
school dropouts published between 1980 and 2005 and from their review pulled the most salient 
chacteristics for predicting whether or not a student is likely to drop out of high school. Table 1 
below includes the individual and family characteristics identified by them.  
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Table 1 
Characteristics for Predicting Student Dropout 

 
Individual Domain 

Individual Background Characteristics Has a learning disability or emotional disturbance  

Early Adult Responsibilities 
High number of work hours  
Parenthood  

Social Attitudes, Values, & Behavior 
High-risk peer group  
High-risk social behavior  
Highly socially active outside of school 

School Performance 
Low achievement  
Retention/over-age for grade  

School Engagement 

Poor attendance  
Low educational expectations  
Lack of effort  
Low commitment to school  

School Behavior 
Misbehavior  
Early aggression  

Family Domain 

Family Background Characteristics 

Low socioeconomic status  
High family mobility  
Low education level of parents 
Large number of siblings  
Not living with both natural parents 
Family disruption  

 
While Hammond, et. al., noted the relevance of individual characteristics with high school 
dropout, they also recognize that how a student views their relationship with their school or 
academics in general can be a factor in dropping out (Hammond, et. al., 2007). Based on the 
realization that school dropout is an individual and an institutional problem, mainstream research 
has begun to focus more on the school-level effects that contribute to students’ decisions to leave 
school.  Using longitudinal analysis, Goldschmidt and Wang (1999) examined school-level 
factors associated with student dropout in middle school and high school and found that many 
factors have a significant impact on school failure. Accordingly, they classified school-level 
factors that contribute to student drop-out into five variables: structure (class and school size), 
organization (grade span, commonality of coursework, student body diversity), community 
(average family income), policy (disciplinary climate, average amount of homework, percentage 
of students held back) and sector (public or private schools).  
 
Recognizing this, researchers at John Hopkins University in the Center for the School Organization 
of Schools (CSOS) started studying what they term “drop-out factories”, high schools in which 60  
percent or fewer of the entering freshmen progress to their senior year three years later1. Through 
their  

                                                 
1
 For information on their research, see http://www.all4ed.org/about_the_crisis/schools/dropout 
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research, they have found that 1 in 10 high schools across America fit this distinction2. To do this,  
researchers at Johns Hopkins University developed a promoting power indicator to estimate the 
proportion of high school students who make it to their senior year. According to this indicator, 
Normal Community had a three year average (from 2005-2007) of 89.2 and Normal West had an 
average of 81.8 percent of their students who make it to their senior year. This data can be used 
as another variable in measuring a school’s success with advancing their students. 
 
In November, two CAC committee members met with seven YouthBuild students to ask them 
questions about factors that led to them dropping out of high school. Youth Build is a national 
youth and community development program that helps young people ages 16-24 work toward 
their GEDs or high school diplomas, learn job skills and serve their communities by building 
affordable housing. In 2008, Unit 5 contracted with YouthBuild McLean County to develop a 
charter school that reengages Unit 5 students who had dropped out of high school with assisting 
them toward completing their high school diploma or passing the GED. During the interview, 
students cited reasons for dropping out that correlated with the dropout literature, including:  

• lack of attention from teachers for struggling students;  
• poor security and enforcement of rules that made school a hostile learning environment;  
• too many "zero-tolerance" rules that made for a lack of flexibility from school 

administrators;  
• lack of positive influences or role models;  
• lack of support or encouragement from teachers for struggling students;  
• grouping of behavior-disorder students into classrooms with students with learning 

disabilities 
• lack of small class sizes that made it hard for teachers to help students who are struggling 
• poor monitoring of students (one student said he regularly skipped classes with no 

ramifications) 
  
During the interview, students noted that the attention and smaller classes at Youth Build are 
major contributors to them staying in school and graduating. Similarly, a Youth Dropout Summit 
was held in Bloomington, Illinois on October 12th in which 215 students from around the state 
attended. Recommended strategies for keeping students in school as offered by this group 
included:  

1)  schools that employ caring adults that help, motivate, and push students;  
2)  school as a safe place to learn;  
3)  schools that understand the mental and physical health of students in ability to learn; and, 
4)  schools that offer effective education for both postsecondary education and for the  
     workforce.   
 

                                                 
2 In an effort to transform high schools as drop out factories, staff at CSOS developed Talent Development High 
Schools, a reform model for large high schools that face serious problems with student attendance, discipline, 
achievement scores, and dropout rates. The U.S. Department of Education’s What Works Clearinghouse listed 
Talent Development High Schools among programs that had been rigorously evaluated and found effective at 
dropout prevention. The What Works Clearinghouse, which lists other strategies designed to help students stay in 
school, can be accessed on their web site at: http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/ 
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What Programs Unit 5 Has To Keep At-Risk Students In School Compared to Programs in 
Other Districts 

 
Existing Unit 5 Prevention and Intervention Practices 
 
During our research, CAC committee members found several existing practices in Unit 5 to 
encourage high rates of high school completion. Table 2 below lists the various programs in 
place at Unit 5 at the junior high and high school levels3; however, there do exist programs at the 
elementary level targeted to at-risk students (e.g., CARES, RTI).  

 
Table 2 

 Current Unit 5 Dropout Prevention Programs in Place 
 

At Junior High Level At High School Level 
CARES4 process  Credit recovery options5 
PBIS support6 Home visits by assistant principals 
Individual Education Plan (IEP) plans for 
students 

CARES program 

Alternative Curriculum Use of school counselors to work with families 
Re-Teaching Tutorials (which replaced open 
study halls) 

Partnership with Heartland Community 
College to issue pre-assessment for GED 

Tutorial intervention for kids below grade level 
on Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) 
assessments to provide skill remediation 

Freshmen Mentoring Program (FMP) 

Computer labs open before school Focused Study Halls (piloted at West) 
Discovering Your Potential (DYP) program for 
students below grade level on standardized 
assessments and earning Ds or Fs  

 

Homework clubs for teams  
Guidance counselor support  
Response to Interventions (RTI)7 strategies  

                                                 
3 Some programs exist at the elementary school level that support things like literacy. For example, First United 
Methodist Church of Normal has a tutorial program with Fairview School where 15 volunteers go 60-90 minutes 
each week into K-3 to help with reading , dialog, and writing.  However, the report focuses more on the junior and 
senior high level programs that specifically target drop-out prevention. 
4 Collaborative Action and Resources for Educational Success (CARES) is a data driven problem-solving approach to 
provide academic and social-emotional support for students. Case Managers are assigned in each building to work 
collaboratively with teachers to precisely define the nature of student concerns, determine interventions that the teacher 
has already tried, the student’s response to those interventions, and provide additional methods to increase student 
success. CARES is a resource for non-IEP students; however, it is not widely known.  A family can ask for assistance 
and a student should also be able to identify where they need some extra help or resources.  CARES and the RTI 
programs acknowledge that they need assistance with individualizing programs and resources to each students’ needs. 
More information on CARES can be found at:  http://www.unit5.org/districtinformation/programs/cares.shtml 
5 Credit recovery options are available through alternative education, Illinois Virtual High School classes, American 
School, and utilization of Net Books 
6 Information on Positive Behavior Intervention and Support (PBIS) can be found at: http://www.pbis.org/ 
7 For more information on Response to Intervention (RTI), see http://www.rti4success.org/ 
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At Junior High Level At High School Level 
Collection of data and follow-up for at-risk 
behavior and academics 

 

Check in/Check Out intervention technique to 
help students with independent functioning 

 

Small social/academic groups  
 
Programs in Place in Other Districts in Illinois and Across the Nation 

 
Committee members also identified some best practices occurring in other districts. These 
practices were identified by talking with individuals from other districts as well as including 
practices identified in the literature and on the Institute for Education Sciences What Works 
Clearinghouse for drop-out prevention strategies. These practices include:  
 
Elementary Education Level:  

• First Things First: First Things First is a reform model intended to transform 
elementary, middle, and high schools serving significant proportions of economically 
disadvantaged students. Its three main components are: (1) “small learning communities” 
of students and teachers, (2) a family and student advocate system that pairs staff 
members and students to monitor and support progress and that serves as a bridge 
between the school and family, and (3) instructional improvements to make classroom 
teaching more rigorous and engaging and more closely aligned with state standards and 
assessments. More information on First Things First can be found at: 
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/reports/dropout/ftf/info.asp 

 
Middle School/Junior High Level – 

• Accelerated Middle Schools: Accelerated middle schools are self-contained academic 
programs designed to help middle school students who are behind a grade level catch up. 
If these students begin high school with other students their age, the hope is that they will 
be more likely to stay in school and graduate. The program serves students who are one 
to two years behind grade level and gives them the opportunity to cover an additional 
year of curriculum during their one to two years in the program. Accelerated middle 
schools can be structured as separate schools or as schools within a traditional middle 
school. More information on accelerated middle schools including districts that 
incorporate this model and costs to implement this model can be found at: 
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/reports/dropout/ams/info.asp 

• ALAS: ALAS (Spanish for “wings”) is an intervention for middle and high school 
students that is designed to address student, school, family, and community factors that 
affect dropping out. Each student is assigned a counselor/mentor who monitors 
attendance, behavior, and academic achievement. The counselor/mentor provides 
feedback and coordinates interventions and resources to students, families, and teachers. 
Counselors/mentors also serve as advocates for students and intervene when problems are 
identified. Students are trained in problem-solving, self-control, and assertiveness skills. 
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Parents are trained in parent-child problem solving, how to participate in school 
activities, and how to contact teachers and school administrators to address issues. More 
information on ALAS can be found at: 
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/reports/dropout/alas/info.asp 

High School Level –  
• Career Academies: Career Academies were developed more than 30 years ago as a 

drop-out prevention strategy and targeted youth considered most at risk of dropping out 
of high school. More recently, career academies have broadened the kinds of students 
they serve, consistent with efforts to integrate rigorous academic curricula with career 
themes and to attract students who are preparing for post-secondary education. Career 
academies operate within a larger high school and are guided by a career theme such as 
health care, finance, technology, communications, and public service. Students take their 
career-related courses within the academy, which often are taught by the core team of 
Academy teachers. Some academies integrate their courses with other academic subjects 
required for graduation. Career academies also partner with local employers, who provide 
internship opportunities and mentoring to students, contribute resources, participate in 
special events, and serve on academy advisory boards. More information on career 
academies can be found at: 
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/reports/dropout/career_academic/info.asp 

• Reforming Large High Schools Into Supportive Environments: Union Park Schools 
is working with the Talent Development High Schools Program to open a Talent 
Development High School in Chicago’s west neighborhood designed to reform large high 
schools and incorporates prevention strategies related to both the school climate and the 
curriculum. More information on the Talent Development High Schools Program can be 
found at: http://web.jhu.edu/CSOS/tdhs/index.html 

• Check & Connect: This dropout prevention strategy relies on close monitoring of school 
performance, as well as mentoring, case management, and other supports. The program 
has two main components: “Check” and “Connect.” The Check component is designed to 
continually assess student engagement through close monitoring of student performance 
and progress indicators. The Connect component involves program staff giving 
individualized attention to students, in partnership with school personnel, family 
members, and community service providers. Students enrolled in Check & Connect are 
assigned a “monitor” who regularly reviews their performance (in particular, whether 
students are having attendance, behavior, or academic problems) and intervenes when 
problems are identified. The monitor also advocates for students, coordinates services, 
provides ongoing feedback and encouragement, and emphasizes the importance of 
staying in school. More information on Check and Connect can be found at: 
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/reports/dropout/check_conn/info.asp 

• Engaging Students in the Curriculum: Kearney High School of Media and Design in 
San Diego, California provides students with coursework that connects them to 
employers in the city. Students work on projects contracted by large corporations. To 
ensure high quality work by the students, the school provides the necessary resources 
such as computer programs and teachers who have had experiences in that field. For 
example, in a computer graphics class a corporation contracted with the school to design 
a logo. This exposure to life after high school engages students more in the curriculum 
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and shows students why completing high school is important to accomplishing what they 
want to do thereafter.  More information on this can be found at: 
http://old.sandi.net/hsrenewal/sm_schools_kearny_arts.html 

• Flagging and Monitoring At-Risk Students: A program is in place at Stevenson School 
in Lincolnshire, Illinois designed to use assessments in junior high and high school to 
flag students who display signs associated with student drop-out and to monitor them. 
This overall strategy is designed to accomplish three purposes: 

- Ongoing assessment of students to identify individual needs  
- Intervention strategies to address those individual needs  
- On-going monitoring of the strategies to identify and measure their success. Some of 

the indicators used to monitor students’ progress include:  
a. Weekly eligibility reports;  
b. Three-week progress reports 
c. Six-week report card 
d. Daily attendance records 
e. Discipline records 
f. Multidisciplinary input 
g. Weekly student support team meetings 
h. Referral to student assistant team 

• Good Friend Program: With this program at Stevenson School in Lincolnshire, 
Illinois8, teachers are willing and volunteer to serve as a “good friend” to an at-risk 
student for a semester or school year. The goal is to encourage, support and pay special 
attention to a student who may be experiencing low self-esteem, academic, or social-
emotional concerns. 

• Guided Study Program: The Guided Study Program at at Stevenson School in 
Lincolnshire, Illinois is geared toward the student who would benefit from additional 
academic support. The program includes weekly grade monitoring with daily teacher 
encouragement and involves the student in smaller class sizes. 

• Support Groups Facilitated by School Social Workers: At at Stevenson School in 
Lincolnshire, Illinois, the student services office  provide support and assistance to 
students and their families through a variety of support groups including:  

o Aftercare Support Group 
o Anger Management Group 
o Children of Alcoholics Group 
o Divorce Group 
o Effective Coping with Ill Parents 
o Girls Group 
o Project 10 Midwest (sexual orientation) 
o Relationship Group 
o Safer Dating Group 
o Transfer Student Group 

                                                 
8 Adlai Stevenson has been recognized in the literature for its supportive culture, high student achievement results, 
and community outreach efforts. Because of these factors, examples of many programs at Adlai are referenced in 
this report. 
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• Resource Center: Stevenson School also has a Resource Center that is open during school 
hours until 9:00 p.m. It is staffed by certified teachers who offer academic support to 
students. At night, the resource center is opened to the community. 

 
What Can Our Community Do To Prevent Dropout 

 
Often efforts to prevent or intervene in students dropping out of high school is done in isolation 
within the schools; however, through the research it is apparent that the process of dropping out 
of school does not happen instantly but rather occurs over time, sometime over years. This has 
been evidenced in both the early childhood and literacy research. Studies following preschool 
attendees through adolescence find higher rates of high school completion and higher 
educational attainment compared to other low-income children not enrolled in preschool 
programs (Horton, 2007; Reynolds, et.al., 2007). For example, the Chicago Longitudinal Study 
followed the life course of 1,539 low-income minority children (93 percent black and 7 percent 
Hispanic) born in 1979 or 1980 and who attended early childhood programs in 25 sites in 1985-
1986. The study found that the preschool group had significantly higher rates of high school 
completion and 4-year college attendance as well as more total years of education completed. 
 
The same effects are also found in the literacy research. Karoly, et. al. (1998) draw attention to 
this stating that children not reading at grade level by 3rd grade face a 90 percent chance of 
dropping out of school and a high probability of being unemployed, underemployed or 
unemployable. The significance of these studies shows that the student dropout problem is not 
something that the district should pay attention only in high school or even down at the junior 
high level. Instead, the district must take proactive measures to prevent student dropout from 
occurring within its elementary programs and within its future population of students (at the 
early childhood levels).  
 
This also draws attention to the need for the district to collaborate with other stakeholders to 
address this community problem together. The linkage between graduation failure to increases in 
crime and poverty, increased use of social services, and decreased earning (and taxing) potential 
evidence that the district’s dropout problem is not a problem that the district faces alone. While 
the district has done a nice job of collaborating with organizations like Youth Build to re-engage 
students who have already dropped out of school, many communities are creating community 
partnerships to collectively tackle challenges and issues that affect the whole community.  
 
For example, in Sangamon County, Illinois, the Continuum of Learning was launched in March 
2008. The goal of the Continuum of Learning is to ensure that all students in Sangamon County 
are Ready to Learn, Ready to Work and Ready to Succeed. More information on this 
organizations work can be found at: http://www.continuumoflearning.com/about.php. While the 
information and recommendations of this report are targeted at strategies that the district can do 
to make sure that no student slip through the cracks, committee members recommend that the 
district also want to explore opportunities with outside partners or existing initiatives (e.g., 
Bloomington/Normal Illinois Achievement Gap Task Force9) to collaborate on strategies and 
seek joint resources to support district initiatives.  
                                                 
9
 For more information on the task force, see http://www.achievementmatters.org/ 
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Another area of collaboration is with out of school programming. Research on the impact of 
afterschool programming shows that quality afterschool programs improve school attendance, 
academic performance, social, emotional, and physical development of students, and prevent 
many risky behaviors, with high-risk youth showing the greatest benefits in each of these areas 
(The Afterschool Alliance, 2008; Harvard Family Research Project, 2008).  
 
Recognizing this impact, the need for quality afterschool programming is receiving national 
attention as a solution to improving student achievement and keeping students engaged in school. 
Recently, President Obama called for schools to extend student’s time in class in order to remain 
competitive with international peers. Children in America spend the least amount of time in the 
classroom compared with other developed countries. The international average for number of 
days in a school year is 193 days, with United States having the fewest days (180 days) and 
Korea having the most days (225 days) (Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study, 
2003). In calculating the number of hours of instruction per year, the United States with 1,061 
instructional hours falls below the international average of 1,027 instructional hours. China has 
the highest number of instructional hours at 1,374 (Trends in International Mathematics and 
Science Study, 2003). Enclosed with this report is a power point presentation by the National 
Center on Time and Learning with figures displaying this data. The committee recognized that 
quality afterschool programming for children at the elementary level is an important strategy to 
decreasing many of the variables that can lead to students’ later dropping out. 
 
Discussions among committee members based on their findings identified several things that can 
be done at the different education levels to prevent high school dropout (see Table 3).   
 

Table 3 
Findings Based on Education Level 

Elementary 
School 

Keep class sizes small 
Develop strategies for increased parental participation and communication lines 
with teachers and principals 
Monitor attendance records for students 
Develop lines of communication among teachers and administrators for 
flagging children at early risk 
Ensure mastery of literacy standards by all children in early elementary years 
(Note: school improvement plans should reflect this) 
Instill in children and families early the importance of schooling and attendance 
Encourage teachers and administrators to seek volunteers in classes and outside 
of school to tutor kids 
Emphasize the importance of good health (e.g., kids well fed, proper medical 
and dental care) with learning 
Encourage teachers to hold parent/teacher conferences in after work hours and 
to hold standard parent/teacher conference for each education level 

 Implement strong after-school programming designed to utilize students’ time 
out of school  
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Junior High 

Integration of counselors or additional resources for non-academic guidance 
Ensuring that children learn in a safe environment conducive to all learning 
styles, cultures, and abilities  
The inclusion of in and out of class content that supports education pathways 
for college (two and four year choices) and the workforce 

High School 
 

Provide alternative schooling options that allow students to test out of school 
early or enroll in classes in a different environment (e.g., dual credit courses at 
community college) 
Provide opportunities for alternate school credit (e.g., summer school, night 
school) and credit recovery for students who have failed a class  
Accommodate students who due to personal reasons may have to take extended 
leave from school and experience trouble upon re-entry 
Encourage teachers and staff to form relationships with kids and to serve as 
caring adults committed to each child’s success 
Allow opportunities for teachers and counselors to meet with students early to 
develop plan for success 

 
Committee Recommendations 

 
In developing its recommendations, the committee considered information that it found while 
researching Unit 5’s challenges and existing programs. The committee also considered the 
literature on high school dropouts and based its recommendations on prevention strategies 
targeting the variety of reasons that students drop out of high school.  
 
Recommendation One: The district should put together a task force to look at school and 
district structures that monitor and support students' academic and social/emotional 
development to prevent students from slipping through the cracks. This committee found many 
strong programs designed to support students within the district; however, it was apparent from 
our research that these programs often occurred in isolation of one another and were not always 
widely communicated to students, parents, and the broader community. While this CAC 
committee did some preliminary work with this, we recommend that the district expand upon our 
work to better bridge its existing programs and structures as well as to identify gaps in the 
structure or challenges to where current programming may not be as well utilized (e.g., 
transportation challenges in before and after school support). The committee suggests that this 
task force use the Illinois State Board of Education’s Social and Emotional Learning Standards 
as a guide (http://www.isbe.state.il.us/ils/social_emotional/standards.htm) to capture how the 
district is performing with meeting all areas of students’ social and emotional development.  
 
Recommendation Two: Each school should put into place a plan for how data from the Illini 
Data System can be used (compatible with other data systems) within the classroom, grade-
level, and school-wide to flag students that display early signs that can lead to dropping out 
due to factors such as absenteeism, high mobility, low academic achievement, mental health 
challenges, disciplinary issues, and other variables. The development of the new Illinois Data 
System presents an ideal opportunity to the district to monitor and flag students at risk of 
dropping out of school. While the system is being utilized within many schools in the district, we 
recommend that each school put into place a plan for data-based monitoring of students and that 
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the district monitor the effectiveness of how this is being done at each school. The plan should 
also identify other data sources (e.g. Skyward) that should also be utilized.  
 
Recommendation Three: The district should examine the current counseling services 
available to students, including the consideration of drop-in availability, and make 
recommendations for how to improve in-district counseling as well as connect with outside 
counseling services. One of the findings of our research was the lack of counseling support to 
students at all level in Unit 5 as measured by district need and especially at the elementary 
education level. Considering this finding, we recommend that the district examine its current 
counseling services and should identify areas of need (e.g., drop-in availability), gaps in its 
services, as well as community services in which the district can contract or partner. 
Understanding that there are no child psychiatrists serving Bloomington/ Normal, we 
recommend that the district work within the community and with the local hospitals to recruit a 
child psychiatrist to the area. In addition, the committee recognizes that school-level variables 
also play into a student’s decision to drop out of school, and therefore, recommends that the 
district consider safety, school culture, and cultural competency strategies. 
 
Recommendation Four: The school district should put into place a credit recovery system that 
allows a student to “recover” credit for a course that they were previously unsuccessful in 
earning academic credit towards graduation. Credit recovery is a strategy that many districts 
are utilizing to help students make up credits for courses they have failed and to stay on track to 
graduating on time. Both outcomes help students to stay in school; however, credit recovery also 
can help students improve their GPA and learn course material the second time around.  
 
Recommendation Five: The district should examine ways to utilize study halls (at the 
secondary level) and after school programs (at the elementary level) for academic support for 
integrating multidisciplinary resource support for students. We propose that the district 
research how current or new services might be utilized to support maximize student learning 
both in and out of school. Transportation prevented many students from participating with before 
and after school support programs. Due to this finding, we recommend that the district consider 
transportation options for students who participate in off-site after school programs at the 
elementary level or secondary students who need after-school assistance. 

Recommendation Six: The district should examine alternative schooling options that allow 
students to graduate up to two years early (e.g. National Center on Education and the 
Economy’s new World Class Instructional Systems and Examinations program) or enroll in 
classes in a different environment (e.g., dual credit or tech program courses at community 
college). Some students drop out of high school not because of academic ability but rather 
because of boredom or inability to ‘fit’ with the traditional high school culture, schedule, or 
course content (more focused on college rather than career preparation). Considering this, we 
propose that the district look into alternative education options that help students get through 
high school on an accelerated route or on a more focused pathway. This was the intent when 
career academies were developed as a drop-out prevention strategy and targeted youth 
considered most at risk of dropping out of high school and also has been a focus of Tech Prep 
programs across the country. Recently, the National Center on Education and the Economy 
received funding from the Gates Foundation to introduce a program allowing 10th graders who 
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pass a battery of exams (similar to AP exams) to get a diploma two years early and immediately 
enroll in community college. Complementing this will be coursework that prepares the student 
for the exams. Students who fail the exams can try again at the end of their 11th and 12 grades. 
More information on this can be found at: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/02/18/education/18educ.html?hp  

Recommendation Seven: The district should seek outside funding to implement 
postsecondary coaches in all of the junior high schools and high schools that will target 
college readiness (for both two and four year colleges) for at-risk students with the capability 
but unlikelihood to attend college. From 2006-2008 (through state grant funding) , Unit #5 
employed a retired counselor to serve in the position of a "post-secondary coach" at Normal 
West High School. Her job as postsecondary coach was to identify students who have the 
potential to go to college but likely will not go to college without the necessary support in which 
to do so (e.g., making students aware of college opportunities and requirements, assuring that  
students are on the right academic track through course selections to be successful in college, 
helping students to complete financial aid and application forms, etc..)  Recognizing that 
sometimes students just need a goal to aspire to and support on how to get to that goal in order to 
keep them enrolled in high school, we recommend that postsecondary coaches not only be 
employed at the high school but also at each junior high school. More information on the 
postsecondary coach concept can be found at:  
http://www.centereducationpolicy.ilstu.edu/publications/fspubpresentations/coacheshighschools.
pdf 
 
Recommendation Eight: The district should consider the ramifications of cutting funding for 
programs and measures that prevent high school dropouts (e.g., classroom sizes, early 
childhood and elementary programs, district-wide literacy initiative) and should consider 
cutting funds that impact these as a last resort. Recognizing the tough fiscal times ahead but 
also the gains that Unit 5 has made to decrease high school dropouts, we recommend that the 
district and the school board consider the ramifications that program cuts may have on high 
school dropout prevention efforts.  
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