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This summary was prepared by Reinvesting in Youth Executive Director Jim Street, based on a comprehensive study prepared by Nancy Ashley, Heliotrope with Kristina Meyer, KL Mayer Consulting Group, Inc. and Aletia A. Alverez, A3 Resources.  To obtain a complete copy of the study contact Jim Street; streetjim@comcast.net; 206-218-4740.

About Reinvesting in Youth

Reinvesting in Youth (RIY) is a partnership of county and city governments, foundations and community representatives within King County. The Reinvesting in Youth Steering Committee is chaired by King County Prosecutor Norm Maleng and includes representatives from suburban cities, the City of Seattle, King County, United Way, the Casey Family Program, the State Office of Public Instruction, school districts, the State legislature and community based organizations.

In 2002, based on an extensive feasibility study funded by the Annie E. Casey foundation, Reinvesting in Youth set out to reduce juvenile and adult crime, reduce reliance on incarceration and save public monies by implementing evidence-based intervention programs at sufficient scale and with precise targeting to lower the number of kids locked up.  Its sustainability strategy was to convince policymakers to recognize, capture, and reinvest public dollar savings that result from reducing recidivism. The project raised over $4 million from 8 foundations and 16 local governments. It provided capacity building assistance in the areas of juvenile justice best practice, cultural competence and evaluation to 21 community-based agencies in King County.  And Reinvesting in Youth achieved passage of the “Reinvesting in Youth” law, which extended the savings reinvestment strategy to all of Washington State, thereby eliminating the need for further foundation funding.

Reinvesting in Youth was planned as a four-year project to be completed by the end of 2006.  However, in late 2005, members of the Reinvesting in Youth Steering Committee noted that Reinvesting in Youth has strong credibility with private funders and the legislature, and that it has performed a unique catalytic role for change in King County and the State. The Steering Committee began to discuss whether and how these strengths might be applied further upstream.  In early 2006, the Steering Committee agreed to investigate a regional strategy to prevent students from dropping out of school and retrieving young people who are not connected to school or work.  This topic dovetails well with the previous work of RIY, because school failure is a major risk factor for the commission of juvenile criminal offenses. 

Reinvesting in Youth engaged a team of consultants to conduct research to develop a regional strategy for dropout prevention, intervention and retrieval. The consulting team carried out a research, data gathering and analysis effort over many months. The effort culminated in March 2007 with the completion of a comprehensive and in-depth report. 
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	· 70% of individuals in prison are 

dropouts. 

· Dropouts are 72 percent more likely 

to be unemployed than graduates.

· Dropouts earn 30 % less than they did
 in 1970.



I.  The Dropout Problem 

Almost 3,200 high school students dropped out of King County high schools in 2004-05. Nothing could be more shocking in the current climate of heightened focus on students required to meet testing standards for graduation than to learn that one out of four public high school students in King County still will not graduate. One out of four. 

The graduation rates are worse for many minorities and the poor.  The dropout rates in King County for Latino, Native American and African American boys approaches 50 percent.

II.  The Reinvesting in Youth Challenge

Primary Goals: (For all student population groups in King County): Increase graduation rates and increase enrollment in post-secondary education and/or attainment of jobs that pay a living wage. 

Desired Outcomes 

1.
Increase the graduation rates of Native-American, Hispanic, African American and Limited English students to 85 percent by 2014. 

2.
Increase the holding power of middle and high schools, measured by decreases in the number of cohort members who dropout each year. 

3.
Increase the number of students retrieved after dropping out. 

4.
Increase enrollment in post-secondary education and/or attainment of jobs that pay a living wage. 
	“The crisis deserves a comprehensive 

strategy, one that includes not only high 

school reform, but also support services 

and collaboration with criminal justice 

systems, families, health care, and other 

systems addressing the whole range of 

problems that are concentrated in these 

schools.” 
Gary Orfield 

Introduction to Dropouts in America


Comprehensive Strategy

Reinvesting in Youth intends to demonstrate the effectiveness of a proposed Comprehensive Plan and Strategy at the state and regional levels and in a selected number of school districts in King County. As we garner results and move forward, we hope to also inspire and support adoption of the comprehensive plan in other districts 

Many hard-working, deeply-caring adults work with our young people everyday, and across the state many effective reforms are already beginning to move in the direction recommended. What Reinvesting in Youth hopes to achieve with this report and with implementation of the Comprehensive Plan is to move these promising ongoing efforts further down the road. We believe that the futures of many of our children depend on the outcome.

III.  Why Students Drop Out of School

Dropping out of school is a process of disengagement that begins early.  This disengagement from school is often preceded by indicators of withdrawal (e.g., poor attendance) and unsuccessful school experiences (e.g., academic or behavioral difficulties).  Retrospective studies show the identification of potential dropouts can be accomplished with reasonable accuracy in the elementary years.  

	Risk factors 

1. Students’ social background – Includes such factors as students who are poor, 

members of minority groups, male, or transient during early school years. 

2. Students’ educational experiences – Includes academic performance (struggle with

poor grades – especially in English and math, low test scores and poor behavior) and 

poor educational engagement (high rates of truancy, absenteeism, little participation in 

extracurricular activities, poor relationships with teachers or peers). 

3. School characteristics – Includes larger schools, lack of qualified teachers, lack of 

adequate  resources, inadequate connection to the community, lack of supportive 

relationships and low expectations for students. 

Source: The American Diploma Project Network


Focusing on any one of these factors alone will not provide an accurate picture of why students dropout of high school.  It is not solely an individual’s risk factors nor is it exclusively the educational establishment’s shortcomings but more importantly a combination of personal and education-related factors that fuel a student’s dropping out.

IV.  Looking More Deeply at the Achievement Gap

It is impossible to talk about school dropout, graduation, or college attendance rates without recognizing immediately that there are shocking disparities among students of different racial and ethnic groups. In dropout prevention, the achievement or equity gap is at the heart of the issue. 

This disparity is well documented, but the solutions are much less so. The gap in 2002  Washington State WASL scores between white students and Black, Hispanic and American Indian students ranged from 20 to 30 percentage points in the three tested grades on reading and math.  It is therefore not surprising that the dropout rate of Black, Hispanic and Native youth is double that of Asian and white students.

Can Systemic School Reform Efforts Reduce the Achievement Gap?

Researchers have studied schools that produce high levels of academic achievement among minority students. They have found that these schools have the following characteristics in common: 

· A clear sense of purpose 

· Core standards within a rigorous curriculum 

· High expectations 







 

· Commitment to educate all students 

· Safe and orderly learning environment 

· Strong partnerships with parents 

· A problem-solving attitude 

· Supportive relationships between teachers and students 

· Ethos of caring and accountability in the school

Research and professional literature have also identified the following strategies as particularly important in addressing the achievement gap.

1.
Use data in all levels of decision making. 

· Provide educators with access to accurate and complete data to help improve teaching and learning. 

· Help educators develop the skills to understand and use data so that it has meaning in the everyday context of classrooms and helps appropriately guide instruction. 

2.
Give teachers the training and support they need to do the job. 

· Change beliefs and attitudes. - Genuine caring conveys a sense of value and worth to a student, which can lead to increased learning. Teacher expectations of themselves and their students also play a large role in how well students perform. 

· Incorporate successful techniques of cultural responsiveness in professional development for teachers. - Research emphasizes the importance of honoring students and their heritages and integrating that acknowledgment into the learning framework.                                       

· Ensure better teachers in impoverished areas. - Research has shown that when it comes to the distribution of the best teachers, poor and minority students do not get their fair share. 

3.
Give schools the tools they need to support teachers and students.

· Provide greater opportunities to learn. - E.g., all- day kindergarten, before or after-school classes, summer school; using rigorous and challenging courses as the default curriculum, and expanding access in enriched and varied programs. 

· Use proven practices in effective instruction – Active, hands-on learning (rather than a lecture format) and learning based on understanding concepts and context (rather than rote memorization) have been shown to dramatically improve the performance of traditionally under-achieving students. 
4. Promote effective family and community engagement and connection to schools. 

· The achievement gap will be eliminated only through partnerships that involve families and communities in the education of students of color and poverty. 

· The community can support extended educational opportunities for lower-achieving students.  
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The following strategies were identified by RIY consultants as having particular promise for reducing the dropout rate and increasing academic success.

1. Holistic reform. 
It is generally accepted that no one program or practice decreases dropout rates, but rather increasing student success at all levels of the system is a broad dropout prevention strategy. This approach is in stark contrast to simply starting a new program or changing only one aspect of teaching practice. Changing the learning environment, curriculum and instruction and personal relationships in order to improve student performance all have high correlation with increasing the promoting power of a school resulting in fewer dropouts and higher graduation rates.

2. Develop an Early Warning Data System. 
Recent research now makes it feasible for schools to identify potential dropouts with a high degree of accuracy, through an electronic data system that can trigger intervention efforts.  An early warning data system can signal which students and schools most need intervention, thereby saving time and resources by focusing on students most likely to dropout. 
3. Focus on Transitions.  
The literature tells us students often fall off track at transition points.  Key transition points for students are sixth and ninth grades.  

4. Focus on Engagement. 
Students crave interaction and connection.  A sense of belonging and engagement is highly correlated with staying in school.  Engagement is primarily related to relationships between students and adults in the school environment. In many schools creating opportunities for more individualized student-adult relationships requires rethinking current structures and ways of working.   
5. Focus on Reading.   

It is virtually impossible for a student failing to meet the basic level of reading to succeed in high school.  There are some proven programs focused on early intervention in reading that would help to alleviate the problem of not reading leading to school failure.

6. Focus curriculum on post secondary success. 
To earn a family-wage income in the global economy, almost all young people will need some education beyond high school. Further, curriculum which at risk students perceive as relevant increases the likelihood that they will remain engaged in school through graduation.

7. Make Effective Community and In-School Programs Part of School Improvement Efforts. 

Specific programs can address some of the risk and protective factors that contribute to students dropping out of school and can thereby be part of a comprehensive dropout prevention strategy.  However, programs by themselves are not an effective strategy to reduce dropout rates and cannot substitute for school- or district- wide improvement efforts.

8. Emphasize fidelity in program implementation.  
The fidelity with which an intervention is employed matters as much as the strength of the program design.

VI.  Recommendations for a Comprehensive Plan
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The consultants’ recommended Comprehensive Plan is derived from their analysis of the current situation and their review of what works to achieve the outcomes in the Reinvesting in Youth Challenge.  Each strategy identifies key activities they believe are needed to achieve Reinvesting in Youth’s goals and outcomes. They also identify the important stakeholders who must be involved to achieve success.  

The proposed plan describes what the consultants believe is a feasible and effective pathway to implement the strategies.  Nevertheless, implementation will require additional planning by the stakeholders involved to develop details of how each strategy should be achieved from their unique perspectives. 

1. Reinvesting in Youth as Multidisciplinary Catalyst
(Strategy: Leverage the leadership of the Reinvesting in Youth Steering Committee to serve as a catalyst 

Who 

· Members of the Steering Committee representing the state legislature, King County, municipalities in King County, Puget Sound Educational Service District, education, juvenile justice, community-based organizations and community leaders

Key Activities

· Formulate the ‘case’ and engage leaders across systems (e.g. juvenile justice, human services, city, county) and at the state, regional and local levels 
· Help to shape a King County Initiative worthy of private investment  

· Convene high-level leaders and seek aligned actions or coordination on issues of common interest  
2. School Districts and Classrooms 

(Strategy: Provide support to districts/schools to develop plans to meet the Reinvesting in Youth Challenge 

Who 

· Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, Educational Service District, School districts

Key Activities
· Create a theory of action, self–evaluation tool, and planning template that districts/ schools can use  
· Provide technical assistance to districts/ schools to create plans and mechanisms to assess progress 
· Engage students and families in determining what is working and where there are gaps in support  
· Engage community organizations in planning and implementation 

· Provide resources and incentives for districts/schools to create and implement an effective and feasible plan 
· Create mechanisms to allow state basic and special education dollars to follow the students  
· Provide professional development opportunities on related topics 

· Support development at state level of effective approaches to reducing the achievement gap, reducing the dropout rate, reconnecting students who leave school, increasing the graduation rate, and increasing the rate of students involved in post-secondary education
· Assess progress and adjust as needed  
(Strategy: Implement or enhance school improvement practices based on research or best practices to reduce the achievement gap and improve overall achievement

Who 

· School districts, Schools

Key Activities 

· See appendices in Comprehensive Strategy document regarding best practices

(Strategy: Employ recommended programs for dropout prevention, intervention and retrieval 

Who

· School districts, Schools
Key Activities 

· See appendices in Comprehensive Strategy document regarding programs

3. Community Programs and Practices
(Strategy: Where appropriate, provide recommended programs for dropout prevention, intervention and retrieval 

Who

· Districts/schools, Community-based organizations, Public funders, Private funders 
Key Activities

· See appendices in Comprehensive Strategy document regarding programs.

(Strategy: Coordinate and collaborate with schools and other community programs to ease access to programs; build on existing resources

Who 

· Puget Sound Educational Service District, Districts/schools, Community-based organizations, Public funders, Private funders 

Key Activities
· Coordinate and provide linkages between community supports and students, families, schools, and districts 
· Participate in the Building Bridges Program (formerly called PathNet) if one or more programs are established in King County 
· Participate in the King County Juvenile Court Integration Project which has been working on integration of policies and services among juvenile courts, state child welfare and public education in King County.  

4.
Policy 
(Strategy: Set accountability standards for each population group for current official goals for graduation rates 

Who 

· State Board of Education, Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, Governor, State Legislature 
Key Activities 

· Develop and advocate for state accountability higher than required by No Child Left Behind

· Negate pressure to meet test score accountability via ‘pushing out’ low-performing students  
· Provide incentives to districts with greatest need to inspire commitment and change
· Require growth in all subgroups based on a fair but rigorous formula 
· Require annual public reporting by state and districts  
· Increase resources to meet accountability requirements
(Strategy: Align district policy and resources with state and federal accountability requirements

Who 

· Local school boards, Superintendents 

Key Activities

· Conduct internal audit of policies, systems, structures and programs to determine and make changes needed for alignment

· Provide leadership committed to desired outcomes 

· Make a public commitment to fulfill the Reinvesting in Youth Challenge 
· Provide resources 
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Data and Research
(Strategy: Create and link student and teacher data systems through a comprehensive data system in support of student success 

Who 

· Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, Districts 
Key Activities

· Advocate for districts to select compatible data systems 
· Create a teacher data system that represents the vital connection between quality teaching and student outcomes 
· Link student and teacher data systems 
· Require school improvement plans that address performance of students/staff based on data using the early warning system that highlights the needs of struggling students 

(Strategy: Use data system as an early warning mechanism to identify and intervene with students showing signs of dropping out

Who

· Puget Sound Educational District, Districts/schools 
Key Activities  

· Research and identify most relevant markers to track 

· Develop system to screen students 
· Develop referral system and sources  

· Implement process for regular analysis and review of data from early warning system to identify trends and take required actions  

6. Financing 
(Strategy: Maximize use of existing resources through realignment 

Who 

· Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, Educational Service Districts, Reinvesting in Youth, Districts/schools 

Key Activities 

· Determine existing streams of funding and extent of flexibility 

· Explore opportunities for pooled or blended funding by various stakeholders 

· Explore reallocation of existing resources to best practices and specific accountability measures
(Strategy: Encourage other funders to realign their resources 

Who

· United Way of King County, King County, City of Seattle, Municipalities

Key Activities 

· Provide information and advocacy about the comprehensive strategy 

· Help funders determine how their funding could be realigned to support implementation of the comprehensive strategy
(Strategy: Obtain foundation support for development, implementation and evaluation of comprehensive strategy

Who

· Reinvesting in Youth
Selected Activities 

· Explore and identify interested local and national foundations 

· Develop funding proposals 
· Develop public-private partnerships 
((Strategy: Develop savings reinvestment plan  

Who

· Reinvesting in Youth, Washington State Institute for Public Policy 

Selected Activities

· Demonstrate opportunity for cost-savings at various levels of systems (education, juvenile justice, criminal justice, etc.) 
· Advocate for implementation of savings reinvestment mechanism 

>Strategy: Develop capacity and infrastructure for sustainability

Who

· Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, Educational Service Districts, Districts/schools 
Selected Activities 

· Build capacity at all levels
· Build infrastructure that can be sustained 

A substantial part of this initiative is focusing on capacity and infrastructure building as keys to sustainable improvements.  We are defining capacity building as activities that help an organization identify, implement and sustain improved practices and programs necessary to accomplish desired outcomes and sustain them over time.  These resources might include increased knowledge, improved systems, better technology infrastructure and improved human and fiscal capital.  Evaluation of these outcomes requires considerable expertise. 

7. Evaluation
(Strategy: Provide formative data to improve implementation of comprehensive strategy; implement summative evaluation after 3 to 5 years

Who 

· Reinvesting in Youth, Public funders , Private funders, districts 
Selected Activities 

· Make formative evaluation a priority 

· Make adjustments in strategy based on evaluation results 
· Share evaluation results to increase the field knowledge and increase capacity at all levels of the system 

VII  Next Steps
A general outline of phases for implementation is set forth below as a possible guide.  However, an implementation plan could vary considerably from these initial thoughts. 

Phase 1 Goal: RIY commitment to shared goals/ Infrastructure development  

Action Steps 

· Develop succinct and clear “case statement” for the dropout initiative 

· Ensure common and clear understanding by RIY Steering Committee members 

· Obtain commitment of organizations represented on the Steering Committee to participate in achieving the goals of this dropout initiative 

· Determine most effective structure and operating processes 

Outcomes 

( Key steering committee stakeholders commit to pursue goals of dropout initiative 
( Organizational structure and leadership to champion a multidimensional initiative are in place 

Phase 2 Goal: RIY conceptual design, theory of change and resource development  

Action Steps 

· Seek resource commitments for program development 

· Engage consultant assistance in developing initial conceptual design of implementation plan and theory of change and obtain Steering Committee approval   

Outcomes 

( Strong and strategic foundation for implementation from which to seek resources 

( Increased knowledge of resources that may be available for implementation

Phase 3 Goal: Partner Selection and Engagement 

Action Steps 

· Develop detailed implementation plan and budget for partner selection and engagement and for development of partner capacity building plans

· Seek resource commitments for partner selection and engagement

· Determine criteria for selection of initial partners and grantees 

· Engage partners (e.g., Puget Sound Educational Service District, Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, State Board of Education, United Way, community- based organizations) 

· Seek applications from and select four to six school districts in King County for projects to advance implementation plan 

Outcome 

( Development of key relationships for implementation

Phase 4 Goal: Develop initial grantee and partner plans and evaluation plan 

Action Steps 

· Work with grantees and partners to develop district capacity building plans
· Select evaluator

· Work with evaluator, grantees and partners to develop formative and summative evaluation plan

· Seek resource commitments for implementation of plans. 

Outcome 

( Creation and alignment of substantive and evaluation plans 

Phase 5 Goal:  Address data / research and related policy components 

Action Steps 

· Confer with grantees and partners and reach agreement on data sharing 

· Confer with partners, develop approach and reach agreement for creation of an effective early warning system to identify and address risk factors for dropping out 

· Conduct baseline evaluation and data collection 

· Advocate with State Board of Education to include incentive-based accountability for graduation rates in the state-wide accountability framework 

Outcomes 

( Development of research and policy initiatives to support theory of change 

( Adoption of state level policies that recognize the importance of early warning data systems and shared accountability for dropout and college going rates 

Phase 6 Goal:  Implement with fidelity the capacity building plans of district/school 

grantees and partners using formative feedback for adjustments 

Action Steps 

· Support strategy implementation at all levels

· Develop models for funding that can be adopted by districts/schools including realignment strategies and savings reinvestment  

Outcomes 

( Increased school and district capacity and tested model programs that can be replicated  

( Formative and outcome evaluations yield evidence of strengthened capacity, effective delivery and positive results 

( Investments in capacity result in achievement of goals 


Phase 7 Goal:  Broadly disseminate results and encourage county-wide replication of successful practices and programs 

Action Steps 

· Continue formative and outcome evaluation for several years 

· Develop and implement dissemination plan 

· Develop and implement plan to encourage county-wide replication 

Outcomes  

( Increased knowledge in the field of how to prevent dropping out of high school and increase graduation and college attendance rates 

( Sustainable models of dropout prevention efforts including infrastructure, capacity, policy, accountability and funding 

( Significantly higher graduation rates and college attendance rates in King County 




The most promising strategy for reducing dropouts is restructuring schools to meet the needs of all students.
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