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The Pathways to Dropping Out: A Brief Literature Review (Rev. January 2012) 
 
 
Background 

In the U.S. roughly one million students drop out of school every year; only about 70 percent of students 
graduate on time (Monrad, 2007). For African American and Hispanic students the on-time graduation 
rates are especially dismal, with approximately 55 and 57 percent graduating, respectively (Swanson, 
2009). Washington State has a similarly low on-time graduation rate, with many sub-populations 
graduating less than two-thirds of students on time (Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2012). 
High dropout rates have ominous implications for the long-term social, economic and civic health of our 
country (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2009; Ravitch, 2010; Swanson, 2009; Wise, 2007). Dropping 
out also can have dire consequences for individual youth and their families.  In the last three decades, as 
the general level of national educational attainment has risen, workers lacking a high school diploma have 
become increasingly marginalized economically.  Fewer and fewer non-graduates are able to participate 
successfully in the workforce, and those that do participate are now largely concentrated in jobs offering 
below-poverty wages (Swanson, 2009). These economic trends signal increasing social and economic 
disparities among racial and geographic sub-populations, based on their differential graduation rates. 
 

Research Context 

In recent years the literature on student engagement has expanded our understanding of factors 
contributing to alarmingly high dropout rates nationwide. The antecedents leading to dropping out are 
complex and intertwined, encompassing a range of factors. Pianta and Allen (2008), for example, stress 
the importance of classroom factors in building teacher-student relationships and positively impacting 
adolescent engagement and motivation in school. Other factors associated with dropping out include 
individual and peer group factors (Flores-Gonzalez, 2002; Lee & Burkam, 2003; Rumberger, 2008), family 
factors (Bridgeland, DiIulio & Morrison, 2006; National Research Council, 2003); and school factors 
(Bridges et al., 2008; Croninger & Lee, 2001; Lee & Burkam, 2003).  
  
While research has explored individual student and school characteristics associated with truancy and 
dropping out, less attention has been devoted to analyzing complex causal factors influencing student 
behaviors (National Research Council, 2003; Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009).  Moreover, relatively little research 
has been devoted to studying dropout behavior from the student’s point of view.  Most of the research 
tapping student opinion has relied on structured surveys and focus group discussion (see, for example, 
Bridgeland et al., 2006, and Bridges et al., 2008). These approaches do not allow for an in-depth 
exploration of individual student experience.   
 
WSOHP’s current study addresses an important knowledge gap regarding the specific and cumulative 
educational experiences that influence the individual student’s decision to stay in or leave school. 
Through the use of in-depth interviews with youth, it seeks to develop a nuanced understanding of the 
complex interplay between the individual student and the various educational settings (Tseng & Seidman 
2007) the student experiences over time, starting in early elementary. The study focuses particularly on 
classroom interactions and institutional arrangements that may influence a student’s identity and 
development as a learner and the motivation to stay in school.  In their 2004 review of research on 
engagement, Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris stress that school contexts not only influence, but also 
interact with the individual student in synergistic ways; motivation may operate as an antecedent, a 
mediating variable, and an outcome.  This study hopes to capture some of the complexities of these 
interactions to better understand the specific pathways that lead to dropping out.   
 

Variables of Interest 

Specifically, we are examining school organizational and structural variables that previous research has 
found to be associated with the probability of being truant or dropping out (Bridges et al., 2008; Croninger 
& Lee, 2001; Kerr & Letgers, 2004; Lee & Burkam, 2003; Neild, 2009). These variables include school 
size and type (Crosnoe, Johnson & Elder, 2004; Howley & Howley, 2006) instructional approach (Pianta 
& Allen, 2008; Pianta & Hamre, 2009) and school policies/requirements (Skiba & Peterson, 1999).  For 
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example, studies suggest that certain policies related to high-stakes testing (Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009) may 
increase the dropout rate, especially for low-performing students.  Additionally, since students who have 
repeated a grade, lack basic skills, or have special needs are more likely to drop out than students who 
perform at grade level (Neild, 2009), the study explores through student narratives various school policies 
and practices related to remediation, credit retrieval, and special education services. The student-teacher 
relationship is also of central interest because student interactions with teachers and their classroom 
practices can play a pivotal role in motivating students academically (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Pianta & 
Hamre, 2009). Motivation, in turn, is closely connected to attendance, academic performance and, 
ultimately, staying in school (Schmakel, 2008).  Finally, we probe students’ “theory of Intelligence” and 
their self concepts as a learners (Dweck, 2000), again looking to see how their concepts shape, and in 
turn, are shaped through school experiences. 
 

Conceptual Frameworks 

Our research model is informed by three main concepts: First is the notion that school environment, 
policies, and practices are particularly influential on student attitudes and behavior (Fredricks et al., 2004; 
Lee & Smith, 2001; Neild, 2009; Schmakel, 2008; Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009). Second, ongoing interactions 
between school and student create new realities for both student and teacher, acting in a synergistic way 
to influence motivation and shape the student’s identity as a learner (Dweck, 2000; Fredricks et al., 2004).  
These interactions are worth exploring for very pragmatic reasons: They may reveal conditions and 
events that educators have the power to influence—both through policy intervention and classroom 
practice. Finally, we treat dropping out not as an event, but as a process that unfolds over time 
(Rumberger, 2008) and seek to identify common elements and patterns that define this process, including 
key initiating and tipping points.    

 
 
References 
 
Alliance for Excellent Education. (2009). The high cost of high school dropouts: 

What the nation pays for inadequate high schools. Issue Brief. Washington, DC. Retrieved from 
http://www.all4ed.org/files/HighCost.pdf 

Bridgeland, J., DiIulio, J., & Morison, K. (2006). The silent epidemic:  
Perspectives of high school dropouts Washington, D.C.: Civic Enterprises. 

Bridges, M., Brauckman, S., Medina, O., Mireles, L., Spain, A., & Fuller, B. (2008). Giving a student voice 
to California’s dropout crisis (No. 8). California Dropout Research Project Report. Santa Barbara, 
California: University of California, Santa Barbara. 

Bryk, A. S., & Schneider, B. (2002). Trust in schools: A core resource for improvement. A Volume in the 
American Sociological Association's Rose Series in Sociology. New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation. 

Croninger, R. G., & Lee, V. E. (2001). Social capital and dropping out of high school: Benefits to at-risk 
students of teachers' support and guidance. The Teachers College Record, 103(4), 548-581.  

Crosnoe, R., Johnson, M. K., & Elder, G. H. (2004). School size and the interpersonal side of education: 
An examination of race/ethnicity and organizational context. Social Science Quarterly, 85(5), 
1259-1274.  

Dweck, C. (2000). Self-theories: Their role in motivation, personality, and development. Philadelphia PA: 
Psychology Press.   

- , N. (2002). School kids street kids: Identity development in Latino students. New York: 
Teachers College Press.   

Fredricks, J. A., Blumenfeld, P. C., & Paris, A. H. (2004). School engagement: Potential of the concept, 
state of the evidence. Review of Educational Research, 59 -109. 

Howley, A., & Howley, C. (2006). Small schools and the pressure to consolidate. Education Policy 
Analysis Archives, 14, 10.  

http://www.all4ed.org/files/HighCost.pdf


 The Washington Student Oral Histories Project www.wsohp.org   

 

3 
 

Kerr, K.A., & Letgers, N.E. (2004). Preventing dropouts: Use and impact of organizational reforms 
designed to ease the transition to high school. In G. Orfield (Ed.),  Dropouts in America (pp. 255-
267). Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press.   

Lee, V. E., & Burkam, D. T. (2003). Dropping out of high school: The role of school organization and 
structure. American Educational Research Journal, 40(2), 353-393. 

Lee, V. E., & Smith, J. B. (2001). Restructuring high schools for equity and excellence: What works. 
Sociology of Education Series. New York: Teachers College Press.   

Monrad, M. (2007). High school dropout: A quick stats fact sheet. National High School Center. Retrieved 
from www.betterhighschools.org/docs/NHSC_DropoutFactSheet.pdf 

National Research Council (2003). Engaging schools: Fostering high school students' motivation to learn. 
Washington, D.C.: The National Academies Press.   

Neild, R. (2009). Falling off track during the transition to high school: What we know and what can be 
done. Future of Children, 19(1), 53-76.   

Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction. (2010). Graduation and dropout statistics annual report, 
2010-2011 (Washington State). Olympia, Washington: Office of Superintendent of Public 
Instruction. 

Pianta, R. C., & Allen, J. P. (2008). Building capacity for positive youth development in secondary school 
classrooms. In M. Shinn & H. Yoshikawa (Eds.), Toward positive youth development: 
Transforming schools and community programs (pp. 21-39). New York: Oxford University Press. 

Pianta, R. C., & Hamre, B. K. (2009). Conceptualization, measurement, and improvement of classroom 
processes: Standardized observation can leverage capacity. Educational Researcher, 38(2), 109-
119. 

Ravitch, D. (2010). The Death and life of the great American school system: How testing and choice are 
undermining education. New York: Basic Books.   

Rumberger, R.W., & Lin, S. A. (2008). Why students drop out of school: A review of 25 years of research 
(Policy Brief). California Dropout Research Project. Santa Barbara, California: University of 
California, Santa Barbara. 

Schmakel, P. O. (2008). Early adolescents' perspectives on motivation and achievement in academics. 
Urban Education, 43(6), 723-749.  

Skiba, R., & Peterson, R. (1999). The dark side of zero tolerance: Can punishment lead to safe schools? 
Phi Delta Kappan, 80(5), 372-76,381-82.   

Swanson, C. (2009). Cities in crisis 2009: Closing the graduation gap. Bethesda, MD: Editorial Projects in 
Education Research Center. 

Tseng, V., & Seidman, E. (2007). A systems framework for understanding social settings. American 
Journal of Community Psychology, 39(3-4), 217-228.  

Tyler, J., & Loftstom, M. (2009). Finishing high school: Alternative pathways and dropout recovery. The 
Future of Children, 19(1), 77-103.   

Wise, R. (2007). NCLB reauthorization: Modernizing middle and high schools for the 21st century. 
Washington DC. Hearing before the U.S. Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and 
Pensions, April 24, 2007. Retrieved from http://help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Wise.pdf 

http://help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Wise.pdf

