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Keeping Students on Track to Graduate 

Keeping Students on Track to Graduate 
 

Keeping Students on Track to Graduate is a collaborative effort by the Mid-Atlantic Equity 

Center (MAEC) at The George Washington University’s Center for Equity and Excellence (GW-

CEEE) and the Everyone Graduates Center at the Johns Hopkins University’s Center of Social 

Organization of Schools.   

The goal of the presentation is to impart the knowledge and skills needed to share with and 

train colleagues in the implementation of an integrated model for keeping students on track to 

graduation.  The presentation encourages participants to use this learning experience to 

analyze procedures, policies, and protocols and to make systemic changes to districts and 

schools.  

The presentation is comprised of four modules.   

Module 1: The Dropout Problem  

 Understand the dropout situation and the use of data to address it 

 Explore influences on student success 

 Recognize indicators of student disengagement from school 

Module 2: Developing an Early Warning System (EWS) 

 Explore the purpose and strategies to implement an EWS 

 Understand the roles of EWS team members 

 Consider support needed from the district 

Module 3: The Intervention System 

 Practice using data to assign appropriate interventions 

 Apply interventions for each drop out indicator at targeted and intensive levels 

 Integrate all aspects of the EWS intervention model into the school’s operation 

Module 4: Evaluating Effectiveness 

 Address how to evaluate and implement individual school’s intervention plans 

 
The materials provided in this folder relate to Module 1 and Module 2. 
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Keeping Students on Track to Graduate 

 
Agree or Disagree? 

 
1. Dropping out is a personal decision that has nothing to do with how schools operate.  

 
Reality: Dropouts are more than twice as likely to say they left for reasons related to 
school than because of family or personal circumstances. Students’ educational 
experiences are more accurate warning signs of whether they will drop out than 
demographic characteristics like gender, race, age, or poverty. High schools vary widely 
in their holding power above and beyond the individual risk factors students bring with 
them. The factors that contribute most to students’ decision to drop out are “alterable,” 
meaning there are things schools can do to change them. These include creating 
environments where students have supportive relationships with teacher and peers, 
and they are both challenged and supported academically. 
 

2. Students drop out because they are bored, not because they struggle academically. 
 
Reality: Researchers in Chicago and Philadelphia have found that most dropouts fail 
courses and get behind in credits before leaving high school, and failing just one class 
the first semester of ninth grade can cause a downward spiral that ends with dropping 
out. Academic performance and educational engagement are both important, and 
students can drop out because of either one—or, more often, both. 
 

3. Dropping out is predictable event, the result of a gradual process.  
 
Reality: For most, dropping out is the culmination of a long-term process of educational 
withdrawal preceded by years of poor academic performance and disengagement from 
school. Most dropouts show clear warning signs by ninth grade and many well before 
that. In Philadelphia, researchers can identify fifty percent of eventual dropouts as early 
as sixth grade and an additional thirty percent by ninth grade. 
 

4.  If all students were academically prepared to handle high school coursework, the 
dropout problem would disappear. 
 
Reality: Poor academic preparation puts students at greater risk of dropping out, but 
simply raising eighth grade test scores will not solve the problem. Even high-achieving 
students can have a rocky transition to ninth grade, especially in large high schools that 
provide little social and academic support. 
 

 

 

http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/site/c.lvIXIiN0JwE/b.5057379/k.8752/Dropouts_Myths_v_Re

alities.htm  
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Keeping Students on Track to Graduate 

Analyzing the Data 

 
As a team, discuss answers to the following questions. Choose what you believe your school is 
doing well, and why.  Also, identify areas for improvement. Assign a reporter to share your 
team’s thoughts with the whole group. 

 

1. What data does your school currently disseminate to teachers, administrators, and parents?  

 

 

2. How does your team share these data with stakeholders (parents, community, students)? 

 

 

3. How often are data reviewed and shared? 

 

 

4. What data would you like to see collected and analyzed that are not currently available? 

 

 

5. How do staff members currently use data? 

 

 

6. List examples of changes in practice, policy, or procedures that resulted from studying current or 

trend graduation and dropout data.  

 

 

7. What additional ways could data be used to improve your school or district’s graduation or 

dropout rates? 
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Early Warning Indicators of Eventual Dropout Outcome 

 

Early 
Warning 
Indicator 

Grade Level 

Middle School High School 

Attendance Less than 80 percent attendance is a strong predictor of dropping out and 
requires intensive intervention 
 
Missing more than two days of school per month (less than 90 percent 
attendance) should prompt targeted intervention (even though many students 
with this level of attendance manage to graduate in urban districts) 

Behavior An unsatisfactory 
behavior grade or 
suspension  

Suspension in ninth grade 

Course 
Failure 

Failing mathematics 
 
 
 
Failing reading or 
language arts 

Any two semester course failures in ninth grade 
(particularly in core academic courses required for 
graduation) 
 
Any one semester failure probably should prompt 
intervention and, ideally, a pattern of course 
performance likely to lead to a failing report card grade 
would prompt intervention from the classroom teacher 
to prevent failure and off-track credit status 
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Developing an Early Warning System 

Questions to Consider 

 Who needs to be represented on the EWS team? 

 What types of knowledge would team members bring?  

 Who will monitor EWS data entry and management? 

 When will the EWS team meet?  

 What professional development do school- and district-level team(s) require?  

 What additional resources need to support the team(s)? 

Responsibilities to Consider 

 Teach the integrated model to school staff 

 Attend the professional development on the integrated model 

 Gather data on current state of school dropout situation (from what sources) 

 Disseminate data on current state of school dropout situation  

 Receive data on current state of school dropout situation  

 Make assessment of current state of school dropout situation  

 Compile ABC data (How often?) 

 Disseminate ABC data to school staff team members 

 Organize school staff teams (members, students assigned) 

 Schedule  and facilitate  school staff team meetings 

 Gather data from school staff teams (what will be communicated, how often?) 

 Assess if intervention and prevention strategies are working 

 Contact potential community “second team of adults” members 

 Coordinate community involvement 

 Send intervention evaluation data to administrators 
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Seven Steps to Developing an Early Warning System 

 

 

 



 

9 | P a g e  

 

Keeping Students on Track to Graduate 

Three-Tired Integration Model

Individual 
5-10% 

small group 

10-20% 

school-wide 

70-80% 

SCHOOL-WIDE 

 Comprehensive 

 access to rigorous courses 

 Clear and enforced policies 

 -Culture of high expectations  

 Parent/community involvement; 

 Ninth-grade transition strategies 

 Access to counseling services 

 Personalized graduation planning 
and frequent monitoring  

 Career planning and development 

SMALL GROUP 

 Extra-help courses 

  Daily attendance check-ins  

  Behavior checklists 

  Transition programs 

INDIVIDUALS 

 Specialized internal or 
external services 
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Suggestions for Planning Team Meetings 

 

First, the team meets as soon as the early warning system data becomes available. Team 

members will review student needs and plan interventions for the coming school year, which 

most likely will begin with the ninth grade.   

Second, the team reconvenes at the beginning of the school year to verify student information, 

especially enrollment status, and review new students’ records to determine their needs.  At 

this meeting, the team makes certain that interventions, like ninth grade transition programs, 

and intervention supports, like course schedules, are in place.  

Third, the team meets after the first 20 or 30 days of the ninth-grade year.  At this meeting, the 

team should review and interpret student- and school-level reports, identify new needs for 

interventions, monitor students’ initial response to interventions, and revise students’ 

intervention assignments, as needed.  Team members have student data current and visible 

throughout the year. 

Fourth, the team meets after each grading period to import and study new data such as 

students’ absences, behavior difficulties, and course progress.  They review and adjust 

interventions as needed. 

Fifth, the team meets at the end of the school year to review and interpret student-and school-

level progress data, review students’ interventions for the summer and for the next academic 

year, evaluate the EWS process, and plan further changes. 

Finally, the team determines the best meeting schedules beyond these critical meetings.  Some 

schools and districts find they need to monitor student progress often to preempt potential 

obstacles from accumulating.  These teams might meet every two weeks to discuss students on 

the early warning list.  A team member facilitates to make certain meetings run efficiently.  
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Team Meeting Activity Idea: 
Getting Everyone on Board 

 
1. Find a partner.   Find someone who has a birthday in the same month as yours.  The 

person with the birthday that is earliest in the month shares his or her experience first. 

 

2. First partner shares.  The first partner shares a description of an action he or she took 

(or that the partner has knowledge about) that helped a student(s) decide to stay in 

school and/or stay on track). Be as specific as possible, but don’t reveal names of 

individuals.   

 

3. Second partner probes for reasons for success.  The partner probes by asking two or 

three questions such as “Why do you think what you did was successful?”  “Would you 

think this idea would have value to a colleague?  Why or why not?” 

 

4. Trade partner roles.  Repeat steps two and three.   

 

5. Share out.  Participants return to home tables.  Volunteers share stories from the 

activity with the whole group. Participants look for commonalities across stories.  The 

workshop facilitator records the identified commonalities. 

 

6. List characteristics of success.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Activity adapted from National School Reform Faculty, 2002, and Seattle Public Schools, 2009  
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Guiding Evaluation Questions 

 

 What aspects of your intervention system do you want to evaluate? 

 How will you evaluate them? 

 How often will you need to evaluate? 

 What will you do with the resulting data? 

 How will these data translate into changes? 

 How can evaluation of results be used to leverage resources? 

 Are there benefits to both an internal and external lens for our evaluation? 
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Current Data Systems 

 
Data Systems should disseminate the following information: 

Attendance = prior and current years 
Behavior = negative comments from previous quarter 
Course Performance = math and literacy grades from two preceding quarters 
Proficiency Scores = recent math and reading 
Reading Level = most recent 
 

Answer each question pertaining to the current data system in your school.    

 What data does your school/district already collect?   

 

 

 

 Who records, collects, and shares the data? Through what media is the data stored and 
disseminated?  

 

 

 

 How available is data for teachers, administrators, parents, students?  Which 
stakeholders don’t have access to it? 

 

 

 

 How often is the data disseminated?   
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Source: National High School Center 
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Source: National High School Center 



 

16 | P a g e  

 

Keeping Students on Track to Graduate 

 

 

 

 

Source: National High School Center
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Source: National High School Center 
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Franklin City School Graduation Plan—A Sample 

 Rigorous and Relevant Instruction 

 Personalized Learning Environment and Instructional Process 

 Data Systems 

 Adult Advocates 

 Programs to Improve Students’ Classroom Behavior and Social Skills 

Strategies/Activities Person(s) Responsible Resources Timelines Evidence of Effectiveness

Additional math courses are available for students who need extra help/extra support (2 semester 

algebra; 2 semester geometry)

FHS administrators

FHS teachers

Class schedule

Teacher/inst. materials

Cortez lab

School year Process:  

Impact:

Expanded learning time (for example, after school, summer school, instruction for expedited SOL 

retakes) is offered for students who need more time to master standards

Assoc. Dir. of Inst.

FHS administrators

FHS teachers

21st Learning Coordinator

21st Century Learning 

Grant

Funds for summer 

school

Funds and time for 

instruction to prepare 

for expedited SOL

retakes

School year, after 

school, and 

summer

Process:  

Impact:

Extended study time is built into the instructional day to provide needed remediation, as 

determined by data analysis, for core subjects. 

Extended Studies/Advisory 

(ESA) 

FHS teaching 

staff/materials

Remediation tracking 

sheet

School year Process:  

Impact:

Credit recovery programs are offered to students who need to recapture credits lost from failed 

courses 

Assoc. Dir. of Inst.

Ed Options 

manager/facilitator

FHS administrators

Funding School year

Summer school

Process: 

Impact:

Classroom instruction includes frequent assessment of student learning and progress.  Results are 

used to plan and deliver differentiated instruction.

Assoc. Dir. of Inst.

FHS administrators

FHS teachers

“Train the trainer” 

professional 

development program; 

I Can Do It;

Curriculum resources; 

Item test bank; 

classroom and 

benchmark assessments

2011-13

Ongoing

Process:

Impact:

Franklin City Graduation Plan Sample
Component 5: Academic support 

Description: Providing academic supports, such as tutoring or credit recovery, helps students address skill gaps that can offset a cycle of failure and 
frustration.
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Name Role Name Role Name Role

Activities

How will we do it?

Personnel Assigned

Who will make it happen?

Timeline

What is our timeline for meeting our 

objective?

Evaluation

How will we know if we’ve been 

successful?

Add a one day intensive freshman 

orientation to summer school. Topics 

covered will include attendance, 

organizational and study skills, schedule, 

academic and behavioral expectations 

and resources.  The day will include 

team building exercises and 

presentations by general education and 

career and technical teachers. Parents 

will be invited to participate.

Administrators, teachers, counselors Send letters in summer

Convene planning team

Host event on September 3

Attendance at event

After School Tutoring: Data from 

classroom frequent assessments will 

identify students not mastering 

standards.  After school tutoring will 

specifically target needs and 

assessments of learning will continue. 

Students and staff will use the data to 

track their progress. Feedback will be 

provided to appropriate classroom 

teachers.

Classroom and after school teachers Nine-week and semester grades

End-of-course state tests

Freshman Academy: The school will 

continue to offer a transitional program 

for incoming 9th graders. 

Administrators, counselors, transition 

teachers

Changes in students’ rankings on early 

warning list; nine-week and semester 

grades; end-of-course state tests

GOAL:  To increase the graduation rate to meet the state benchmark (80%) 
Factor 1:  Assist students who enter high school with poor academic skills so they can pass classes needed for graduation.
Measurable objective:  The percentage of 9th grade students promoted to 10th grade will increase 20% from the previous school year. (83%)

SAMPLE 1:  School Improvement Plan for High School Graduation
School:  Cameron High School Date:   _______________

Team Members
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Groups with Graduation Research and Resources 

 Alliance for Education: http://www.all4ed.org/aboutthecrisis:  Provides up-to-date analysis and 
talking points about the crisis on the state and national levels. 

 America’s Promise Alliance: www.americaspromise.org: General Colin and Alma Powell’s alliance 
launched GRADNATION, http://www.americaspromise.org/gradnation, an ambitious campaign to 
end the high school dropout crises and prepare young people for college. 

 California Dropout Research Project: http://cdrp.ucsb.edu/: The California Dropout Research 
Project (CDRP) synthesizes existing research and produces new research to inform policymakers, 
educators and the general public about the nature of the dropout crisis in California and helps the 
state develop a meaningful policy agenda to address the problem. 

 Consortium on Chicago School Research: http://ccsr.uchicago.edu/content/index.php: The 
Consortium on Chicago School Research (CCSR) at the University of Chicago is a leader in conducting 
research on dropout indicators.    

 Diplomas Count: www.edweek.org/apps/maps: Graduation rates by state and district. 

 Educational Levels by State from the Census Bureau: 
http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/cats/education/educational_attainment.html 

 Everyone Graduates Center: http://www.every1graduates.org/: The Everyone Graduates Center at 
the Johns Hopkins University works to develop and disseminate strategies for ensuring that all 
students graduate from high school prepared for college, career, and civic life. 

 IES Dropout Practice Guide:http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/practiceguides/dp_pg_090308.pdf 
Geared toward educators, administrators, and policymakers, this guide provides recommendations 
that focus on reducing high school dropout rates. 

 MAEC Beyond the Indicators: http://maec.ceee.gwu.edu/node/330: This webinar and paper 
provides an integrated framework that schools and districts can use to build a foundation to prevent 
students from dropping out. 

 National High School Center: www.betterhighschools.org:  Based at the American Institutes for 
Research, the center provides research, technical assistance, and a useful  Early Warning Tool, v2.0, 
Technical Manual and Implementation Guide.  

 National Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS): 
www.pgis.org.U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs,  

 The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives of High School Dropouts (March 2006) The Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation. http://www.civicenterprises.net/pdfs/thesilentepidemic3-06.pdf  

 What Matters for Staying On-Track and Graduating in Chicago Public High Schools: A close look at 
course grades, failures, and attendance in the freshman year ( (July 2007) Consortium on Chicago 
School Research at the University of Chicago. 
http://ccsr.uchicago.edu/publications/07%20What%20Matters%20Final.pdf  

http://www.all4ed.org/aboutthecrisis
http://www.americaspromise.org/
http://www.americaspromise.org/gradnation
http://cdrp.ucsb.edu/
http://ccsr.uchicago.edu/content/index.php
http://www.edweek.org/apps/maps
http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/cats/education/educational_attainment.html
http://www.every1graduates.org/
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/practiceguides/dp_pg_090308.pdf
http://maec.ceee.gwu.edu/node/330
http://www.betterhighschools.org/
http://www.pgis.org/
http://www.civicenterprises.net/pdfs/thesilentepidemic3-06.pdf
http://ccsr.uchicago.edu/publications/07%20What%20Matters%20Final.pdf

