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Core Function: High School/Opportunity to Learn

Effective Practice

Ensure content mastery and graduation

Overview: High schools can provide several systems of support to ensure student content mastery and prevent dropouts. Early warning systems that include attendance, behavior, and course performance (at a minimum) and provide
frequent, real-time data can serve to identify students at risk for dropping out so that appropriate interventions can
be implemented. Highs schools must also provide a system of tiered interventions that differentiate intervention and
provide increasingly intensive strategies depending on student needs. Tutoring programs, particularly those that offer
peer-learning and cross-age tutoring, can benefit at-risk students, as can co-curricular programs. Extended learning
opportunities that increase instructional time for at-risk students (e.g., afterschool programs) have proven effective,
as have content and credit recovery programs, particularly those used within blended learning contexts.
Evaluate Your Practice: What early warning system does your school use, and how efficiently are data used to support students? What tutoring options are available to at-risk students, and what is their level of effectiveness? What
co-curricular opportunities are available to students, and what is the level of participation? What extended learning
opportunities are available, and how are they aligned with learning content? What process does your school use
to offer credit recovery options to students at-risk for dropping out? Can blended learning provide a cost-effective
mechanism for credit recovery?
Introduction
Dropping out of high school has significant consequences to individuals, communities, and the nation. Individuals who drop out of high school have more difficulty finding jobs than those with higher levels of education (Amos,
2009), costing them millions of dollars in lost income over their lifetimes. Young adults, ages 16-24, who are high
school dropouts have a particularly hard time, generating lower earnings and higher incarceration rates than their
graduate peers (Sum, Khatiwada, McLaughlin, & Palma, 2009). Dropouts also tend not to participate in the civic lives
of their communities, with much lower rates of volunteering, voting, and other indicators of civic health (Bruce,
Bridgeland, Fox, & Balfanz, 2011). The U.S. economy loses billions of dollars in revenue from a lack of productive
workers and increased social services.
A student’s decision to drop out of high school does not arise suddenly, but rather slowly, through a process of disengagement, over a period of years. Warning signs of dropping out are apparent well before students actually leave
school, signaling trouble for some as early as the elementary or initial middle grades. Research has converged around
three categories of academic data that have been shown to be the most powerful predictors of whether or not a
student will drop out in the future. These data points have become known as the “ABC’s” – attendance or absenteeism, behavior problems, and course performance or failure (Bruce et al., 2011; Mac Iver & Mac Iver, 2009). The ABC’s
present an opportunity for schools to monitor student progress early and intervene to help students get on track to
graduation. Research shows that most students at risk of falling off track could graduate if they were provided with
the appropriate supports early enough and those supports were sustained (Bruce et al., 2011).
High schools can provide several systems of support to ensure that students master the core content and graduate
on time with their peers. Early warning systems, academic supports such as tutoring and tiered interventions, extended learning time initiatives, and content/credit recovery courses have been shown to be effective in supporting
student success and high school completion.
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What supports can high schools provide to ensure content mastery and graduation?
Early Warning Systems. Early Warning Indicator and
Intervention Systems (EWS) are part of the data-driven,
outcomes-focused, high-impact education movement
(Bruce et al., 2011). The purpose of these systems is to
enable all students both to stay on track to graduate and
to prepare for college and career. Using these systems
increases educators’ ability to identify, through analyzing
data, those students who are falling behind far enough
in advance to provide appropriate interventions. These
systems “grew out of a simple premise that disengagement from school is a gradual process and that students
show identifiable indicators that they are on the path to
dropping out” (Bruce et al., 2011, p. 2). Research over
the past 15 years has shown that EWS that measure attendance, behavior, and course performance indicators
are better predictors of student outcomes than demographics or test scores (Neild, Balfanz, & Herzog, 2007;
Pinkus, 2008). Chicago Public Schools uses an EWS called
the On Track Indicator, which helps schools determine
which students in their 9th grade year are completing
the milestones needed to be on track for graduation. By
tracking the course performance and credit accumulation of students in a purposeful way, schools are able to
provide interventions in a timely manner to try to reduce
future dropout rates and improve student outcomes (Allensworth & Easton, 2005). Research has shown this tool
to be effective in both increasing the percentage of ontrack students in 9th grade and improving both graduation rates and academic outcomes for these students
(Roderick, Kelley-Kemple, Johnson, & Beechum, 2014).
It is important to note that leadership team members or
others working with student data to monitor progress
will likely need professional development on ways to
work with this data effectively in order to impact student
performance and school improvement (Data Quality
Campaign, 2009).
Tiered Interventions. An EWS presumes that there is
also an existing system of tiered interventions at the
school, in which the first tier has established a strong
foundation for all students; for example, attendance
and behavior policies or ninth grade transition activities
should serve as “preventive” strategies (Center for Equity
& Excellence in Education, 2012; Pinkus 2008). The second tier, “group strategies,” should focus on the 10–20%
of students who may need additional supports beyond

the schoolwide approaches. The final tier of “individual
strategies” are for the 5–10% of students whose needs
are so extensive that they need one on one supports,
such as tutoring or counseling (Mac Iver & Mac Iver,
2009; Pinkus, 2008).
Tutoring and Co-Curricular Learning Opportunities.
Tutoring can be implemented as part of an academic
afterschool program, as part of a mentoring program, or
as a supplement for supporting a particular subject area
of classroom instruction (Fluke, O’Connor, Hoff, & Peterson, 2014). Tutoring programs, especially peer tutoring,
have been shown to positively impact performance,
particularly for at-risk students (Bowman-Perrott, et al.,
2013; Lauer et al., 2006; Scruggs, Mastropieri, & Mashak,
2012). Peer tutoring programs should be monitored and
include heterogenous grouping (Lauer et al., 2006). Atrisk students have also been shown to benefit from being tutors within cross-aged tutoring programs (Gausted,
1992; Giesieke, Cartledge, & Gardner, 1993; Robinson,
Schofield, & Steers-Wentzell, 2005; Supik, 1991). Crossage tutoring programs should not involve too large of an
age or grade gap between tutor and tutee; the optimal
age range for tutors is two to four years older than tutees (Robinson et al., 2005).
Student participation in co-curricular programming,
which has been referred to as “extra-classroom energy in
action” (Lawson & Lawson, 2013) has consistently been
linked to positive developmental benefits, including higher grades, motivation, and school completion (Arcaira,
Vile, & Reisner, 2010; Bohnert, Fredericks, & Randall,
2010; Feldman & Matjasko, 2005), as well as self-esteem
(Kort-Butler & Hagewen, 2011) and civic involvement
in terms of voting and volunteering beyond high school
(Hart & Donnelly, 2007). Co-curricular programming
may foster school connectedness and may be especially
beneficial for at-risk students who may lack resources
for participation outside of school (Marchetti, Wilson &
Dunham, 2016; Massoni, 2011).
Extended Learning Opportunities. Extended learning
(ELO) programs are those that provide additional instructional time to at-risk students beyond what their
on-track peers receive. ELO programs can be structured
in a variety of ways and may occur during the school
day or after school and on the weekends. According to
Chait, Muller, Goldware, and Housman (2007), many
experts recommend focusing on ninth graders, which is
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a key transition year for preventing dropouts. EL programs have been shown to increase academic achievement, student engagement, and attendance (American
Youth Policy Forum, 2006; Council of Chief State School
Officers, 2006; Silva, 2007). These programs have the
potential to help close the achievement gap, increasing
achievement, particularly, for low performing and high
poverty students (Chait et al., 2007). Several approaches
to EL programs include the following:
• Shadow classes provide an extra class period focusing on a particular subject. They immediately follow
the regular class for that subject, but provide additional, individualized support to work toward mastery of concepts.
• Afterschool programs that offer student enrichment experiences in areas such as service learning,
vocational activities, and recreation increase student engagement (Afterschool Alliance, 2009). The
inclusion of arts in these programs have been found
to increase at-risk students’ grades, improve their
self-esteem, and help them develop more positive
relationships and behaviors (Charmaraman & Hall,
2011).
• Block scheduling increases the time spent in core
courses and decreases the time spent changing
classes by making class periods longer. The increase
in class time provides more time for activities and
hands-on projects and allows teachers to differentiate instruction more thoroughly.
• Catch-up courses are designed to prepare students
for college preparatory courses by assisting them in
catching up on their grade level work; they are not
intended to recover missed credits. Semester-long
catch-up courses in reading and math have been
shown to increase the number of students passing
standards-based classes (Quint, 2006).
• Summer programs, as the name suggests, take place
during the summer and provide a bridge between
school years. Summer programs that are highly
structured, provide individual and small group
instruction, and focus on reading and math skills
have been shown to be effective in helping at-risk
students stay on track (or catch up) academically
(CCSSO, 2006).

Beckett, et al., (2009) recommend that ELO programs
strive to 1) ensure connection with what and how learning happens during the school day; 2) adapt to meet the
needs, preferences, and attendance habits of students
and parents to maximize engagement; 3) provide students with highly trained instructors and opportunities
for one-on-one or small group support; 4) use real-life
examples, collaborative activities, and positive relationships to increase engagement and interest; and 5) evaluate the program through ongoing data collection and
summative assessments.
Content and Credit Recovery Programs. Content and
credit recovery (CCR) programs are those that allow
students to pass and receive credit for a course that
was previously failed, thus helping them meet grade
level standards and stay on track to graduate on time
(Chait, et al., 2007; Watson & Gemin, 2008). Schools
are frequently turning to online credit recovery options
as a cost-effective way to address dropout prevention
while dealing with increases in demand and decreases in
funding (Picciano, Seaman, Shea, & Swan, 2012; Trotter, 2008). Many schools have credit-retrieval “labs,”
where students are scheduled to go during the school
day—or in some cases, afterschool, at night, during the
summer, or on weekends—to work on online versions
of the courses they did not pass (Trotter, 2008; Watson
& Gemin, 2009). CCR programs offered within blended
learning models, in which an in-person teacher can identify student needs and differentiate instruction, provide
the opportunity for students to feel success through individualized online content and in-person support (Dessoff,
2009).
Indicators to Support the Effective Practice
The school provides all students with academic supports (e.g., tutoring, co-curricular activities, tiered
interventions) to keep them on track for graduation.
The school provides all students extended learning
opportunities (e.g., summer bridge programs, afterschool and supplemental educational services, Saturday academies, enrichment programs) to keep them on
track for graduation.
The school provides all students with opportunities for
content and creidt recovery that are integrated into the
regular school day to keep them on track for graduation.
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