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Graduation Nation: 
A GUIDEBOOK TO  HELP COMMUNITIES TACKLE THE DROPOUT CRISIS

 Graduation Nation contains research-based guidance for 
addressing the dropout crisis in your community, with ready-to-
print tools and links to additional online resources. 

 One size does not fit all, so you will not find step-by-step 
instructions, rather you will find tools to create a customized 
solution that’s right for your community.

 This is an active process- use the Grad Nation Action Tool to 
begin assessing your community’s next steps.

 The goal is to give your community the tools it needs to:
 Rally your community to end the dropout crisis
 Understand the dropout challenge
 Comprehensively address your dropout crisis
 Move forward to create lasting change
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It Will Take a Community Effort

Understand Your Graduation Challenge

Develop and Implement Comprehensive 
Solutions Tailored to Your Community

Organize Yourself to Succeed



Step 1 

Understand Your 
Graduation Challenge



To Understand Your Graduation Challenge-
Answer 5 Essential Questions

1. How many students are not graduating  (each year and 
from each entering 9th grade class)?

2. How close to meeting graduation requirements do your 
students dropout?  

3. Which of your high schools face the biggest Graduation 
Challenge? 

4. Why do your students dropout? 

5. Are your high school graduates prepared for success in 
college and/or career and technical training?



How Many of Your Students are Not Graduating?

 Last year, how many students in grades 7 - 12 left 
your school district with no evidence of transfer to 
another diploma-granting school?

 For the Class of 2007, how many students who 
were first time 9th graders in 2003-04 earned a high 
school diploma on-time? How many graduated with 
one or two extra years? Of those that did not earn a 
diploma, how many transferred to another diploma 
granting high school? 



Grad Nation Tip

Use Enrollment & Diploma Numbers 
To Make a Quick Estimate 



CLASS OF 2006 
GRADE ENROLLMENTS & GRADUATES
FOR THE NATION’S PUBLIC SCHOOLS
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How Close to Meeting Graduation Requirements 
Do Your Students Dropout?

 How many students make it to the 12th grade and do not 
graduate? 

 How many dropouts are 1-3 credits shy of graduating?

 How many dropouts have enough total credits but do not 
meet other graduation requirements?

 How many dropouts are over-age and significantly under-
credited? For example, 17 years old with 10 or fewer 
credits?

 How many students dropout after failing to earn promotion 
to the 10th grade?

 How many students dropout before entering HS?



Grad Nation Tools You Can Use: Tool 7-
Individual High School Dropout Transcript Analysis



Which of Your High Schools Face the 
Biggest Graduation Challenge?

 Which high schools have the lowest graduation rates?

 Are there any high schools with mid-range graduation 
rates but high enrollments? (If so, they may still account 
for lots of dropouts.)

 Do the high schools with the lowest graduation rates face a 
greater educational challenge? Does a higher percentage of 
students enter 9th grade with middle grade course failures, 
declining attendance, and/or behavior issues? 

 Make a quick estimate by comparing 9th grade enrollment 
to the number of diplomas awarded four years later.



Grad Nation Tool You Can Use-Tool 5
Estimating the Magnitude of the Dropout Crisis in Your 
Community



Why Do Your Students Dropout? 
How Many Can be Classified as-
 Life Events - need to work, get married, become 

incarcerated, have a child, need to take care of an ill family 
member, etc.

 Fade Outs - Do ok in school, do not get in trouble, but at 
some point stop seeing the point of staying in school, 
believe they can succeed better without it

 Push Outs - Seen as detrimental to success of school or 
other students. Administrative rules used to remove from 
school or send to alternative school

 Fail to Succeed - Do not pass  courses and earn enough  
credits to be promoted to next grade or graduate



To Understand Why Students Drop Out, 
It’s Important to Talk to Them

 Survey current students with poor attendance-most 
dropouts see their attendance drop in the year prior 
to dropping out

 Conduct exit interviews with students who leave 
school without a diploma but stay in the community



Grad Nation Tool You Can Use: Tool 12-NELS 
Dropout Survey and Findings



Are Your High School Graduates 
Prepared for Success in College and/or 
Career and Technical Training?

 Talk with the nearest Community College and 
Public University - what percent of your district’s 
graduates who attend go on to earn diplomas?

 Talk with local employers who have training 
programs for high school graduates - what skills and 
knowledge do these entry workers need to succeed? 



Step 2

Develop and Implement 
Comprehensive Solutions 
Tailored to Your Community



Four Core Components of a Comprehensive 
Effort to Meet the Graduation Challenge

1. Community-wide, multi-tiered dropout 
prevention, intervention and recovery system 
and a college and career ready curriculum 

2. Targeted school transformation of the high 
schools with the greatest graduation challenge 
and their feeder middle grade schools

3. A  student support system sufficient to meet the 
community’s graduation challenge

4. Policy audit



Grad Nation Tool that You Can Use: Tool 16
Comprehensive Community Solutions Diagram



Component 1a
Dropout Prevention, Intervention and Recovery

 Most dropouts are predictable and identifiable

 Students are knocked off the graduation path by the A, B, 
C’s - Attendance, Behavior/Effort, and Course Performance

 In the districts we have studied, students who make it on-
time and on-track from the 6th to 10th grade have 75% 
chance or higher of graduating; while students who do not  
have only a 25% or less chance of graduating 

 Poor attendance, behavior or lack of effort, and in 
particular course failure as early as the 6th must be 
effectively responded to. Students will not grow out of it. 



Early Warning and Intervention Systems

 To be effective, focus needs to be on intervention, not on 
identification

 Need to identify and build on student strengths

 Can be done at the school level, with data routinely collected 
by schools - attendance, behavior, and course performance 
measures

 Teachers are the most effective intervention agents but need 
support, time, and professional development 

 Need to record what interventions are attempted and evaluate 
their effectiveness on a regular basis



Grad Nation Tool You Can Use: Tool 20 
Key Data for an “Early Warning System”



Public Health-Response to Intervention Model 
Provides a Useful Framework to build a  
Dropout Prevention, Intervention and 
Recovery System Around



Three Tiers of Intervention are Needed

1. Whole School/Preventative - School-wide 
attendance and positive behavior programs, engaging 
instruction, safe and welcoming learning environment

2. Targeted - for students needing  moderate intensity 
interventions, usually in small group settings or short 
but continual one-on-one interactions e.g. extra help 
programs in math and reading, mentoring, homework 
support, attendance monitoring

3. Intensive - for students needing case-managed 
professional supports e.g. social work, intense 
tutoring from reading specialist



School Level Strategy 
 Create a 3-by-3 grid - put Attendance, Behavior, and Course 

Performance across the top. Put whole school, targeted, 
intensive down the side. 

 Establish what is already in place at the school and effective. 
Place it in the appropriate place on the grid

 Find effective research based interventions for any grid box that 
is empty - Use Grad Nation to locate or see the Philadelphia 
Education Fund’s site:  http://www.philaedfund.org/

 Establish decision rules for when students move from one level 
to the next 

 Important to practice Intervention Discipline- Save most 
intensive and costliest interventions only for students for 
whom no other intervention is sufficient

http://www.philaedfund.org/�


Keeping on the Graduation Path-School Level 
Intervention System
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Dropout Recovery
 Even the best prevention and intervention system will miss 

some students

 Need to provide multiple pathways to graduation - but need 
to be data-based

 Need rapid credit recovery options

 Need to be able to provide students with ability to graduate 
and meet their life responsibilities - earn income, raise 
children, take care of ill family members

 But do not want to make alternative schools and GED first 
option for students who are struggling to fit in at school



Component 1b
College and Career Ready Curriculum

 Students need to leave high school prepared for 
further schooling or training

 Little work is left that requires just high school 
diploma and no further training



Grad Nation Tool You Can Use: Tool 15
College and Career Ready Curriculum …



Component 2 
Targeted School Transformation

 If you have a high school in your district that has a graduation 
rate of 65% or below,  you will need to transform it and its 
feeder middle grade schools in order to meet your community’s 
Graduation Challenge

 Small changes will not solve major challenges

 Comprehensive Reforms that Enable All Students to Stay on 
the Graduation Path will be required

 Focusing on one or two elements alone will not be sufficient



School Transformation Will Involve:
 Organizational and structural reforms that make middle 

and high schools more personalized-teams of teachers (3-6) 
who share a common set of students, with time and an 
expectation for collaborative work are the key element

 Instructional, curricular, and assessment reforms need 
high standards for all, effective extra help, and formative 
assessments that enable better instruction

 Leadership Reforms-need to create and support distributed 
leadership. A principal alone can not transform a high needs 
middle or high school.

 Professional Development Reforms-content and grade 
specific, aligned to actual instructional needs, peer component.

 Use of Data

 Parent and Community Involvement



Grad Nation Tool You Can Use: Tool 17
Comprehensive Solutions Taking Inventory



Grad Nation Tool You Can Use: Tool 13
Policy Audit



Grad Nation Tool You Can Use: Tool 27
Sample Working  Session for Increasing Grad Rates



Grad Nation Tool You Can Use: 
Grad Nation Action Tool



STATE PROGRESS TOWARD RAISING GRADUATION
RATES (FROM 2002 TO 2006): TOP 25%

State
Graduation Rate 
Gain (Percentage 

Points)

Graduation Rate 
2002**

Graduation Rate 
2006**

Change in Number 
of Weak          

Promoting Power 
High Schools

Tennessee 11.2 61% 72% -22

Delaware 6.8 70% 76% 2

Kentucky 6.8 71% 78% -26

South Dakota 5.3 79% 85% 4

Arkansas 5.2 75% 80% 0

Alabama 4.1 62% 66% -30

North Carolina 3.6 68% 72% -26

New York 3.5 64% 67% -37

Hawaii 3.4 72% 76% 2

Missouri 3.4 78% 81% 7

Nebraska 3.1 84% 87% 1

New Hampshire 3.0 78% 81% -1

United States 0.4 74% 74% -184

*    Net gain in graduates was calculated by applying the Graduation Rate for 2002 to the estimated number of first-time ninth-graders in 2002-
2003, and then subtracting the result from the total number of graduates in 2005-2006.

**  Rates for 2002 and 2006 are rounded for ease of comparison; source: Common Core of Data



FOR MORE INFORMATION
Email: rbalfanz@csos.jhu.edu
Visit: http://www.every1graduates.org

mailto:rbalfanz@csos.jhu.edu�
http://www.every1graduates.org/�
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