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Abstract

One of the most crucial factors that determine a child’s ability to move up the economic ladder is education. Today,
completing high school is essential for any chance to achieve financial success later in life. College experience is im-
portant, but failing to graduate from high school is likely to be economically disastrous. However, despite the over-
whelming evidence that high school completion leads to greater earnings and happiness in adulthood, thousands
of students drop out every year, due to a variety of factors. This Heritage Foundation Discussion Paper examines
barriers to high school completion that create barriers to economic mobility and explains how to avoid that trap.

One of the most crucial factors that determine a
child’s ability to move up the economic ladder
is education. Today, completing high school is essen-
tial for any chance to achieve financial success in life.
College experience is important, but failing to grad-
uate from high school is likely to be economically
disastrous. Despite the overwhelming evidence that
high school completion leads to greater earnings and
happiness in adulthood, thousands of students drop
out every year, due to a variety of factors. This Discus-
sion Paper examines barriers to high school comple-
tion that create barriers to economic mobility.
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The question is not whether a child is intelligent
enough to complete high school. With the proper
resources and support, almost every child is capable
of earning a high school diploma. The question is
which skills a student must develop in order to suc-
ceed in high school. Despite recent upward trends in
high school graduation rates, it is still unclear wheth-
er students are developing the non-cognitive skills
during high school that will enable them to survive
setbacks, including during their high school career,
and to persevere through life’s challenges in order to
prosper economically and socially. If one can iden-

Completing high school is essential for any chance

to achieve financial success later in life. In this
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Reim examines barriers to high school completion that
create barriers to economic mobility and explains how
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tify the non-cognitive skills that are needed to suc-
ceed in school, and how to foster them, high school
completion rates can increase. Social skills, perse-
verance or “grit,” ambition, and a strong set of val-
ues are all components of a child’s personality that
are essential to success. However, many schools—
especially public schools serving low-income com-
munities—fail to develop these skills and leave their
students with the options of dropping out or gradu-
ating with a meaningless diploma. As the late Gary
Becker, a Nobel-prize winner in economics, wrote,
“The degree of mobility would increase significantly
if ways could be found to efficiently lower the high
school dropout rate.” Indeed, economic mobility
for low-income children would greatly improve if
they could achieve the significant step of earning a
(meaningful) high school diploma.

In order improve high school graduation rates
and education quality across the country, the first
thing to do is to identify who drops out of high school
and why. Then, policymakers can investigate how to
nurture an environment conducive to education in
schools and communities to foster the non-cogni-
tive skills needed for success. Teachers, parents, and
school administrators must pay special attention
to the non-academic reasons a child may have for
underperforming in school, such as family, neigh-
borhood, or community influences. Once these fac-
tors are identified and considered, better policies
can be implemented to remove the barriers to high
school completion.

Why Education Is Necessary
for Economic Mobility

In order for a child in any income bracket to
achieve financial stability as an adult, he must be
brought up in a strong educational environment.
Economic mobility requires different forms of “cap-
ital.” Stuart Butler, Bill Beach, and Paul Winfree
write that social, financial, and human capital are all
indicators of upward economic mobility. Social capi-
tal may be gained from interactions with one’s family
or community that provide the framework for suc-

cess. Financial capital can be passed from parents
to children through savings and wealth accumula-
tion. Human capital, the skills and traits one earns
through education, is invaluable for economic mobil-
ity. The Pew Research Center finds that “[e]ducation
is the largest known factor in explaining the connec-
tion between parents’ earnings and their children’s.”>

Social capital and social
mobility, not income inequality,
should be the focus of current
debates over economic mobility.

There is growing concern over the low social and
human capital accumulated by many young peo-
ple in the United States, with educational quality
at the forefront of the debate. In order to improve
educational outcomes in the United States, special
attention must be paid to social and cultural fac-
tors that contribute to a child’s ability to succeed.
Even a child from the wealthiest family can drop out
of high school if he or she is not given proper guid-
ance or support from family, community, or school.
Indeed, social capital and social mobility, rather
than income inequality, should be the focus of cur-
rent debates over economic mobility.

While family and neighborhood conditions heav-
ily influence the future prospects of children, paren-
tal education levels or family income need not be
the defining factor in a child’s ability to move up
the economic ladder. Failing public schools set up
their students for failure in life. The Pew Economic
Mobility Project has analyzed a wide variety of fac-
tors affecting the probability that a child will move
up the economic ladder as an adult. Pew cites edu-
cational attainment as critical, finding that “those
who graduate from college with a bachelor’s degree
will make an average of 70 percent more than those
with only a high school diploma.”® But, the earnings
of those with a high school diploma are significantly

1. "Generational Mobility in the United States-Becker,” The Becker-Posner Blog, February 2, 2014,
http://www.becker-posner-blog.com/2014/02/generational-mobility-in-the-united-states-becker.html (accessed April 14, 2014).

2. Stuart M. Butler, William W. Beach, and Paul L. Winfree, “Pathways to Economic Mobility: Key Indicators,” Pew Economic Mobility Project,
2008, p. 20, http://www.pewtrusts.org/uploadedFiles/wwwpewtrustsorg/Reports/Economic_Mobility/PEW_EMP_Chartbook_12.pdf

(accessed April 18, 2014).
3. Ibid, p. 22.
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CHART1

More Education Leads to Greater Earnings, Less Unemployment

EARNINGS AND UNEMPLOYMENT RATES BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT
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higher than for those without. Anthony Carnevale
of Georgetown University found that a “high school
dropout can expect to earn $973,000 over a lifetime.
Someone with a high school diploma can expect to
earn $1.3 million over a lifetime.” So, students must
be encouraged to finish high school if there is to be
any change in higher education attainment and,
hence, upward mobility for millions of young Ameri-
cans. The Manhattan Institute’s Diana Furchtgott-
Roth, citing the Bureau of Labor Statistics, explains
that “getting children to complete high school raises
average weekly incomes by $9,400 a year.” Similarly,
the nonpartisan partner of the National Governors
Association, Achieve, Inc., found:

Thirty years ago, most teenagers who dropped
out of high school could expect to find a well-pay-
ing job, and most who worked hard could expect
to climb the economic ladder. But the world has
changed. Today, high school dropouts face dimin-

ishing opportunities and a lifetime of financial
struggle. In fact, the median earnings of fami-
lies headed by a high school dropout declined by
nearly a third between 1974 and 2004.°

Yet, despite the economic necessity of a meaning-
ful education, a significant number of students still
drop out of high school every year, slashing their
future earnings potential significantly.

Not only do high school dropouts jeopardize their
chance at achieving upward mobility, but studies
show that their children will have problems mov-
ing up the economic ladder as well. Pew finds that

“[e]ducation explains about 30 percent of the rela-
tionship between the income of parents and their
children, more than any other observable factor....
[O]ut of every 100 high school students, roughly 50
will make it to college.” High dropout rates hurt the
economy significantly. In 2001, 40 percent of high
school dropouts received federal aid. Additionally,

4. Anthony P. Carnevale, Stephen J. Rose, and Ban Cheah, “The College Payoff: Education, Occupations, Lifetime Earnings,” Georgetown

University Center on Education and the Workforce, August 5, 2011, p. 2, http://cew.georgetown.edu/collegepayoff (accessed April 24, 2014).

5. CraigD. Jerald, “Identifying Potential Dropouts: Key Lessons for Building an Early Warning Data System,” Achieve, Inc., Measures that Matter,
June 2006, p. 2, http://www.achieve.org/files/|dentifying-Potential-Dropouts.pdf (accessed April 15, 2014).
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the government spends between $1.7 million and
$2.3 million per dropout who turns to drugs or crime
over the course of his lifetime.® Overall, “high school
dropouts may—taken together—represent billions
of dollars annually in lost revenue for the U.S. econ-
omy.”” It is in the interest of the nation to identify
students who are at risk for dropping out and help
them stay on the right path. In order to end the cycle
of social immobility, policymakers must remove the
barriers to high school completion that exist in the
American education system.

How can that be done? Reviewing the research on
success, Paul Tough argues in his book How Children
Succeed that it is not pure knowledge or intelligence
thatallowsa child to complete high school and attend
college.® Specifically, Tough emphasizes the need for
schools to build character, because therein lies the
secret to success. Developing skills such as self-con-
trol, will power, self-discipline, motivation, and the
University of Pennsylvania’s Angela Duckworth’s
well-documented “grit,”® significantly contribute
to a child’s future success. Duckworth defines grit
as “perseverance and passion for long-term goals.
Grit entails working strenuously towards challeng-
es, maintaining effort and interest over years and
despite failure, adversity and plateaus in progress.”'®
Given the difficult and oftentimes tedious nature of
academia, a student must have grit to appreciate the
value of his education. Tough writes, “Grit, Duck-
worth discovered, is only faintly related to IQ—there
are smart gritty people and dumb gritty people—but
at Penn, high grit scores allowed students who had
entered college with relatively low college-board

scores to nonetheless achieve high GPAs.”" When
given the right tools, “gritty” students can succeed
in the classroom. We must develop programs that
foster character building among potential dropouts.

Who Drops Out of High School?

The best-known group that is at risk for dropping
out of high school is boys. Boys consistently drop
out of high school at a higher rate than girls, with
male dropout rates higher than those for females in
every single state. According to the National Center
for Education Statistics, the female graduation rate
in 2012 was 85 percent, while the male graduation
rate was just 78 percent.'? This has had very nega-
tive impacts on men’s economic standing. A Brook-
ings Institution report found that since the 1970s,
the “earnings of the median male high-school drop-
out who works full time have declined by 38 percent,
while the earnings of the median male with only a
high-school degree have fallen by 26 percent.”*

While the general pattern of incomes over the
period is a matter of debate, this pattern of diver-
gence is large and very troubling. Clearly, more
attention should be paid to the specific problems
that young men are facing in school. American
Enterprise Institute scholar Christina Hoff Som-
mers goes so far as to claim this pattern is effectively
a“war against boys” being waged in America’s public
schools.** She argues that schools need to acknowl-
edge that girls and boys are different. Hoff Sommers
is a strong advocate of vocational programs aimed at
keeping boys in high school, despite strong opposi-
tion from women’s advocacy groups.

6. Jeremy Burrus and Richard D. Roberts, “Dropping Out of High School: Prevalence, Risk Factors, and Remediation Strategies,” Educational
Testing Service R&D Connections, No. 18, February 2012, p. 1, http://www.ets.org/Media/Research/pdf/RD_Connections18.pdf

(accessed April 15, 2014).
7. Ibid, p. 2.

Paul Tough, How Children Succeed: Grit, Curiosity, and the Hidden Power of Character (New York: Mariner Books, 2013).

Angela L. Duckworth and Christopher Peterson, “Grit: Perseverance and Passion for Long-Term Goals,” Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, Vol. 92, No. 6 (2007), pp. 1087-1101.
10. Ibid.
1. Tough, How Children Succeed, p. 75.

12. Marie C. Stetser and Robert Stillwell, “Public High School Four-Year On-Time Graduation Rates and Event Dropout Rates: School Years
2010-11 and 2011-12," National Center for Education Statistics, April 2014, p. 4, http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2014,/2014391.pdf (accessed April 29,

2014).

13.  Michael Greenstone and Adam Looney, “Trends Review,” The Milken Institute Review, Third Quarter, 2011, p. 11,
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2011/7/men%20earnings%20greenstone%20looney/07_milken_greenstone_

looney.pdf (accessed April 15, 2014).

14. Christina Hoff Sommers, The War Against Boys: How Misguided Feminism Is Harming Our Young Men (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2007).
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Second, there is a large difference in the dropout
rate among racial groups, often referred to as the
racial achievement gap. For decades, black and His-
panic children have been performing much worse in
school than their white or Asian counterparts. Dis-
turbingly, this gap is now seen by many educators
as a pre-determined given, without a proper focus
on its causes. For the 2011-2012 school year, the
adjusted cohort graduation rates (ACGR)* for black
and Hispanic students were 69 percent and 73 per-
cent, respectively. This is starkly different from the
ACGR of white students, at 86 percent, or Asian stu-
dents, 88 percent.’® The achievement gap discourag-
es many students from thinking they could ever suc-
ceed in school. Social science research indicates that
this creates a self-fulfilling prophecy, meaning that
the presence of the achievement gap has a strong
psychological effect on minority children: “Self-
fulfilling prophecies can have long-term and nega-
tive influences on the outcomes of targets who are
perceived unfavorably, ultimately widening the gap
between advantaged and disadvantaged groups.”"” It
is the achievement gap itself, regardless of its initial
cause, that can cause students to expect little from
themselves. In conjunction with a lack of expecta-
tions at home, children can easily lose motivation to
succeed academically.

The third group at high risk of dropping out is
children who come from poor homes. Children from
low-income families find it extremely difficult to
achieve the same quality of education as their mid-
dle-class peers. In the 2011-2012 school year, the
ACGR for economically disadvantaged students was
72 percent, compared to the national average of 80

percent.”® Sean Reardon’s 2011 study revealed that a

parent’s income may be a much higher predictor of a

child’s educational attainment than many other fac-
tors that were previously held to be high predictors,
such as the parents’ education level or race. Reardon

found that the “achievement gap between children

from high- and low-income families is roughly 30

to 40 percent larger among children born in 2001

than among those born twenty-five years earlier.”"

In contrast to the racial achievement gap, which has

been slowly but surely closing over the past 50 years,
the income achievement gap seems to only have

gotten worse.

Barriers to High School Completion

Low-Quality Schools. Liberals and conserva-
tives alike agree that many parts of the public school
system in America are failing, especially in low-
income communities. Too many young students are
trapped in failing public schools simply because of
where they were born. Place of birth should not be
a life sentence to low economic mobility. The Brook-
ings Institution Education Choice and Competition
Index highlights the poor opportunities that Ameri-
can children face all over the country, especially in
public schools.?°

Public high school graduation rates are on an
upward trend, reaching 80 percent® in 2012, an
achievement that should be celebrated with cau-
tion. Graduation rates alone are not a reliable indi-
cator of a quality education and future success. It
could be that while completion rates have slightly
increased, the value of a high school degree has not.
Indeed, according to the American Diploma Proj-

15.  According to the National Center for Education Statistics, the ACGR is the more accurate estimate of actual high school completion rates as
compared to the average freshman graduation rate (AFGR). “The ACGR is calculated based on the number of students who graduate in 4
years or less with a regular high school diploma divided by the number of students who form the adjusted cohort for the graduating class.”
This adjusted cohort subtracts students who transferred to another school, left the country, or died during their high school years from the
number of students entering ninth grade. Stetser and Stillwell, “Public High School Four-Year On-Time Graduation Rates and Event Dropout
Rates,” p. B-1.

16. Stetser and Stillwell, “Public High School Four-Year On-Time Graduation Rates and Event Dropout Rates,” p. 4.

17. Max Guyll et al., “The Potential Roles of Self-Fulfilling Prophecies, Stigma Consciousness, and Stereotype Threat in Linking Latino/a Ethnicity
and Educational Outcomes,” Journal of Social Issues, Vol. 66, No. 1(2010), pp. 113-130.

18. Stetser and Stillwell, “Public High School Four-Year On-Time Graduation Rates and Event Dropout Rates,” p. 9.

19. Sean Reardon, “The Widening Academic Achievement Gap Between the Rich and the Poor: New Evidence and Possible Explanations,”
Stanford University, July 2011, p. 4,
http://cepa.stanford.edu/sites/default /files/reardon%20whither%20opportunity%20-%20chapter%205.pdf (accessed May 12, 2014).

20. Grover J. Whitehurst and Sarah Whitfield, “The 2013 Education Choice and Competition Index,” The Brookings Institution, January 8, 2014,
http://www.brookings.edu/research/interactives/2014 /ecci_2013 (accessed April 18, 2014).

21.  Stetser and Stillwell, “Public High School Four-Year On-Time Graduation Rates and Event Dropout Rates,” p. 9.
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ect, launched by the Achieve Organization, more
and more students are heading to college without
the skills necessary to complete college coursework.
Over half of college students take a remedial English
or math class.?? Students who go directly from high
school to the workforce are not faring much better.
The American Diploma Project finds that employers
are also disappointed that high school graduates are

not skilled for the jobs for which a high school diplo-
ma should qualify them: “More than 60 percent of
employers rate graduates’ skills in grammar, spell-
ing, writing and basic math as only ‘“fair’ or ‘poor.””*3

Family Conditions. Itisafactthatchildren need
a stable home in order to succeed in the classroom.
Students often find it difficult to focus on school-
work when their family life is stressful. Indeed, the
best safeguard against child poverty is two-parent
families. Research indicates that family structure
in America has shifted dramatically over the years.
According to the Pew Economic Mobility Project,
the percentage of children born to single moth-
ers has been rising since the 1950s.** The evidence
shows that a single-parent household tends to have
a negative impact on a child’s economic mobility.
Pew found that “regardless of race, children raised
in single-parent households are more likely to live
in poverty and are less likely to do well in areas that
influence future economic mobility, such as educa-
tional attainment.”?® Even if a child is lucky enough
to attend a high-quality public school, his future
may still be in jeopardy if he was not raised in a sta-
ble family structure.

Boys are more affected by unstable family struc-
turethangirls,addingtotheirriskofdroppingout.As
Isabelle Sawhill and others at the Brookings Institu-
tion have written, children born to poor, never-mar-
ried mothers face enormous problems in school and

later life.?® Similarly, Michael Jindra of the Institute
for Family Studies notes that “among less educated
Americans, men raised by single parents are unlike-
ly to reap the gains of alasting marriage themselves.”
Moreover, for young men, “unstable family dynam-
ics lead individuals to seek connections and groups
where they can fit in, and contemporary society
offers a plethora of subcultures that supply this need.
In the inner city, gangs are often a family substitute,
a way to connect with other males. White working-
class males are prone to take on a ‘southern rebel
identity’ that rejects middle-class roles and educa-
tion, career, and family.”?” Such behaviors can make
it very difficult to succeed in school.

Parents serve as irreplaceable role models for
their children. Children who see their parents work
hard and take advantage of their educational attain-
ments are more likely to see the value in education.
Conversely,if parents do not stress the importance of
education and consider dropping out an acceptable
alternative, children are likely to act accordingly.

Social and Neighborhood Factors. The zip
code a child is born into should not determine his
future earnings. The community culture and expec-
tations of an entire neighborhood have significant
effects on a child’s ability to succeed in school and
in life.

In his book Coming Apart: The State of White
America, 1960-2010,® the American Enterprise
Institute’s Charles Murray paints a bleak picture of
the drastic effects that increasingly polarized neigh-
borhoods generally have on children’s success. In
Stuck in Place: Urban Neighborhoods and the End of
Progress Toward Racial Equality,” New York Univer-
sity sociologist Patrick Sharkey similarly discusses
how a very poor neighborhood can produce barriers
to economic mobility due to a unique combination of

22. "Ready or Not: Creating a High School Diploma that Counts,” The American Diploma Project, 2004,
http://www.achieve.org/files/ReadyorNot.pdf (accessed April 18, 2014).

23. Ibid.
24. Butler, Beach, and Winfree, “Pathways to Economic Mobility,” p. 9.
25. Ibid.

26. Isabel V. Sawhill, Scott Winship, and Kerry Searle Grannis, “Pathways to the Middle Class: Balancing Personal and Public Responsibilities,”
Brookings Institution, September 20, 2012, http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2012/09/20-pathways-middle-class-sawhill-winship

(accessed April 18, 2014).

27. Michael Jindra, “Why Working-Class Men Are Falling Behind,” Family Studies blog, January 2, 2014,
http://family-studies.org/why-working-class-men-are-falling-behind/ (accessed April 18, 2014).

28. Charles Murray, Coming Apart: The State of White America, 1960-2010 (New York: Crown Forum, 2013).
29. Patrick Sharkey, Stuck in Place: Urban Neighborhoods and the End of Progress Toward Racial Equality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013).
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social factors. The evidence that a child’s neighbor-
hood can have lasting effects on mobility is stagger-
ing. Sharkey found that “[in] neighborhoods where
less than 10 percent of the population was poor; the
typical child who started in the bottom two income
quintiles had a 61 percent chance of moving up one
quintile in adulthood. If those children had grown
up in a neighborhood with a poverty rate of 20 to 30
percent instead, only 50 percent would have been
upwardly mobile.”?® Why is it that children who
come from poorer neighborhoods have significantly
lower chances at upward mobility? The best expla-
nation may be that a child’s choices and prospects
result from a combination of peer pressures, wheth-
er from friends, schools, gangs, or parents. In one
of the studies for the Pew Economic Mobility Proj-
ect, former director of the Heritage Foundation’s
Center for Data Analysis William Beach and his co-
authors note that “peer interactions may reinforce
negative behavior. There has been growing concern
among middle-class African American parents, for
instance, that their efforts to raise the expectations
of their children and encourage success at school are
blunted by discouraging peer pressure among other
African American children—especially boys—at
high school.”®

Such patterns are evident in inner city public
schools, such as those in Washington, D.C. The Dis-
trict of Columbia has one of the lowest high school
graduation rates in the country, at just 59 percent
in 2012.%2 This low graduation rate comes in tan-
dem with a dismally low culture of expectations. If
a child’s parents, friends, and neighbors never grad-
uated from high school, and no one expects him or
her to be any different, this child will have very low
life goals. The Heritage Foundation’s Stuart Butler
writes that a culture of expectations has an extreme-
ly strong effect on a neighborhood and those who
live in it. High schools in particular have a unique

way of shaping a child’s path in life, says Butler: “If
the culture at a high school encourages immediate
gratification rather than studying and working for
good grades, or if gangs in a neighborhood are strong
while churches and other supportive associations
are weak, the research indicates that a young per-
son is very unlikely to do well in life.”®* Harvard’s
Roland Fryer describes how the social stigma associ-
ated with being a good student can discourage young
blacks and Hispanics in certain school settings from
succeeding.?*

While many children are frustrated when their
parents constantly push them to succeed, it turns
out that those children will be much better off in
life than those whose parents or peers expect little
of them.

Drug Markets. Drugs act as a barrier to stu-
dents completing high school and disproportionally
affect minority and low-income students—direct-
ly, through the drug use itself, and indirectly, by
becoming entangled in the juvenile justice system.
Too many teens find themselves in serious trouble
with the law or with school due to drug use. Anna
Aizer of Brown University and Joseph Doyle of MIT
have found that “four of every five children and teens
(78.4 percent) in juvenile justice systems.... are under
the influence of alcohol or drugs while committing
their crime, test positive for drugs, are arrested for
committing an alcohol or drug offense, admit having
substance abuse and addiction problems, or some
share combination of these characteristics.”*

If a student gets caught up in drugs, his or her
priorities quickly move away from school. Students
will often skip class, lose any motivation to succeed,
and do not develop such habits as saving money for
future use. All of these traits represent reduced non-
cognitive skills, or “grit.” Pew found, “Seventy-one
percent of children born to high-saving, low-income
parents move up from the bottom income quartile

30. Patrick Sharkey, “Neighborhoods and the Black-White Mobility Gap,” Pew Economic Mobility Project, July 2009, p. 12,
http://www.pewtrusts.org/uploadedFiles/wwwpewtrustsorg/Reports/Economic_Mobility/PEW_SHARKEY _v12.pdf (accessed April 18, 2014).

31.  Butler, Beach, and Winfree, “Pathways to Economic Mobility,” p. 14.

32. Stetser and Stillwell, “Public High School Four-Year On-Time Graduation Rates and Event Dropout Rates,” p. 9.

33. Stuart M. Butler, “Can The American Dream Be Saved?" National Affairs, No. 14 (Winter 2013),
http://www.nationalaffairs.com/publications/detail /can-the-american-dream-be-saved (accessed April 18, 2014).

34. Roland G. Fryer, “Acting White": The Social Price Paid by the Best and Brightest Minority Students,” Education Next, Vol. 6, No. 1
(Winter 2006), http://educationnext.org/actingwhite/ (accessed April 18, 2014).

35. Anna Aizer and Joseph J. Doyle Jr., “Juvenile Incarceration, Human Capital and Future Crime: Evidence from Randomly-Assigned Judges,”
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, June 5, 2013, http://www.mit.edu/~jjdoyle/aizer_doyle_judges.pdf (accessed April 18, 2014).
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over a generation, compared to only 50 percent of
children of low-saving, low-income parents.”®® The
very act of saving money also represents a kind of
responsibility and maturity, the kind needed to pre-
pare for success in the future. Drugs destroy a child’s
ability to focus on developing such important tools
for success.

High school drug users are found disproportion-
ately among minority and low-income students.
While teenagers of all races use drugs, minority
youths are arrested far more often for drug-relat-
ed crimes.?” This may in part explain the disparity
between white dropout rates and black and Hispan-
ic rates. In a recent study, William Evans of Notre
Dame University, Craig Garthwaite of Northwestern
University, and Timothy Moore of George Washing-
ton University write, “Our results show that crack
markets explain most of the stalled progress in
black male educational outcomes.”® Crack cocaine
in particular plagues high schools across the coun-
tryand contributes greatly to the racial achievement
gap: “Differences in male graduation rates narrowed
before crack cocaine arrived, in line with literature
on convergence. The 18-year-old black male gradua-
tion rate starts to fall two years after crack markets
emerge.”® The entire culture surrounding the drug
market, particularly crack cocaine, creates a strong
barrier to mobility by getting in the way of education.

The barriers extend beyond simple addiction:

“Crack markets had three primary impacts on young
black males: an increased probability of being mur-
dered, an increased risk of incarceration, and a
potential source of income. Each limits the benefits
of education.”? Aizer and Doyle also found that 53.9
percent of teens who are arrested test positive for

drugs at the time of their arrest, suggesting that drug
use may have influenced the inclination to commit a
crime.*! Students who get involved in drug dealing
also see immediate financial gains that undermine
the sense of value associated with their education.
The culture that surrounds drug use undermines
the values of hard work and delayed gratification
that teens should gain from a high school experience.

Violence in School. Violence in schools does not
receive nearly as much attention as it deserves. It
may be a major reason for students dropping out of
high school. The KIPP School’s Benning Road Cam-
pus in Washington, D.C., found that unless they pro-
vided safe passage for their students between home
and school, children would not come to school. So
the school worked with local law enforcement to get
drugs and crime off the local streets so students could
walk to school safely and focus on their education.**

Unfortunately, gang violence dominates inner
city schools, which further divides classrooms
and creates hostility, a problem that particularly
involves male students.

Parental concern over gang violence reached a
new level recently in Chicago when the city closed
almost 50 low-enrollment public schools. Students
who had attended these schools were required to
attend different schools and travel farther, and
through different neighborhoods, to get to school.
This would simply boil down to an inconvenience
if not for the horrifying gang violence that followed.
Despite the creation of Chicago’s “Safe Passage
Zones,” which were meant to offer students a safe
route to school, violence plagues Chicago’s young-
sters and afflicts many neighborhoods. Last Decem-
ber, a 15-year-old girl was brutally beaten and raped

36. Reid Cramer et al., “A Penny Saved Is Mobility Earned: Advancing Economic Mobility Through Savings,” Pew Economic Mobility Project,
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about a half a block from a Safe Passage Zone. Chi-
cago parents are increasingly concerned about the
safety of their children, considering that “about
12,000 students are attending new schools this year
because of the budget crisis, and many of them must
walk through some of Chicago’s most violent neigh-
borhoods.”?® Safety is not just a problem that plagues
Chicago. A survey of parents whose children are
enrolled in the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Pro-
gram indicated safety as the number one factor they
consider when choosing a school.**

What can be done to mitigate the effect of vio-
lence on attendance and graduation? Jeffrey
Sprague at the University of Oregon and his co-
authors trace the effects of school violence interven-
tion in two middle schools that suffered from high
rates of violence, crime, and student dropouts. In
the first school (the “treatment school”), in a city in
the northwestern U.S., the researchers adopted the
Student Wide Positive Behavior Support (SWPBS)*°
program as well as the Second Step program®*® to
reduce school violence. They then compared the
effects to a second school (the comparison school)
in the same city, which only adopted SWPBS. Both
schools “showed reductions in relative percentage of
total overt aggression and covert behavior.... Howev-
er, the treatment school showed a higher reduction
(-35 percent) in overt aggression than the compari-
son school (-26).”*” SWPBS provides a clear defini-
tion of what is expected of the students, and a clear
definition of unacceptable behavior as well as the
consequences. It provides regular instruction on
positive social behaviors, staff training, data-based
feedback, and coaching on effective implementa-

tion and intervention. The second program, Second
Step, is a Web-based information system that advis-
es schools on how to design school-wide and indi-
vidual student interventions. Both schools benefited
greatly from the anti-violence measures they imple-
mented. The success of these programs stems from
their attention to behavioral patterns, rather than
academic abilities. It is the development of non-cog-
nitive skills such as perseverance and obedience that
cause students to behave appropriately in school
and graduate.

The Center for Neighborhood Enterprise (CNE),
founded by Robert Woodson, the “godfather” of pro-
moting social change through neighborhood organi-
zations, has addressed the problem of youth violence
in low-income communities since the 1980s. Before
the CNE’s intervention in the Benning Terrace
neighborhood in Washington, D.C., high-school-age
teens could hardly avoid the gang-ridden lifestyle.
After a 12-year-old boy was killed in a gang dispute,
Woodson and his organization stepped in to “help
craft a peace agreement between the factions whose
conflicts had caused more than 50 youth deaths in
years before.”™® The peace agreement used tech-
niques developed by the CNE from its experience
with gang violence in Philadelphia, calling on for-
mer gang leaders themselves to help stop the vio-
lence. The success of the intervention in Benning
Terrace spread first to a high school in Dallas and is
now implemented in over 30 troubled high schools
across the country.*

Incarceration. Drug use, gang membership, and
school violence often lead to incarceration. Instead
of addressing the problem of violence in schools
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CHART 2

Incarceration Rates, by Race and Education Level
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first-hand, the current approach is merely to lock
up these young people. But whatever immediate
improvement that may achieve in the neighbor-
hood, it typically ruins the long-term prospects of
the incarcerated and does not resolve the root cause
of school violence. The United States incarcerates
more people than any other country and the pris-
on population consists overwhelmingly of racial
minorities. The Pew Economic Mobility Project
argues that incarceration is detrimental to econom-
ic mobility after release, a problem that significant-
ly affects young black men without a high school
diploma. “More young (20 to 34-year-old) African
American men without a high school diploma or
GED are currently behind bars (37 percent) than
employed (26 percent),” stated Pew.*° It is crucial,
therefore, to focus on how schools can help young
black and other teens in tough neighborhoods to
develop the personal traits that will improve their
future opportunities.

It is extremely difficult to rebound from trouble
with the law as a teen. Aizer and Doyle found that
“those incarcerated as a juvenile are 39 percentage
points less likely to graduate from high school and
are 41 percentage points more likely to have entered
adult prison by age 25 compared with other pub-
lic school students from the same neighborhood.”*
Even being charged with a crime, without going to
prison, can hurt one’s future. The same study found
that being merely charged with a crime in court
decreases high school graduation by 13 percentage
points, and increases chances of being incarcerat-
ed as an adult by 22 percentage points. Research by
Gary Sweeten at Arizona State University indicates
that a “first time arrest during high school nearly
doubles the odds of dropout.”s?

According to the Fight Crime: Invest in Kids
Organization, “High School Dropouts are three and
one-half times more likely than high school gradu-
ates to be arrested.”®® There is now strong evidence
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that links higher graduation rates to a reduction in
murders and assaults. The same organization found
that “[i]ncreasing the nation’s graduation rates
from an estimated 71 percent to 81 percent, there-
fore, would yield 400,000 more graduates annually
and prevent more than 3,000 murders and nearly
175,000 aggravated assaults each year.”>*

Schools need to make sure that at-risk youth do
not get distracted and commit crimes that would
prevent them from graduating and place themselves
in trouble with the law.

Can a GED Make Up for Dropping Out?

Since prevention is generally much better than
cure, it might be thought that successfully encourag-
ing school dropouts to obtain a General Educational
Development certificate (GED) can make up for lost
ground in high school. That does not tend to be the
case—which provides additional insights about the
importance of non-cognitive skills for success.

States adopted the GED as a “second chance”
option for dropouts who wanted to receive a high
school credential without finishing high school or
after dropping out. However, the evidence seems to
suggest that the availability of a GED certification
does not encourage further educational attainment,
and may actually encourage students to drop out of
high school.

Research conducted by the University of Chi-
cago’s James Heckman, for instance, found that
students who received their GED are not all that
different than high school dropouts in their future
life trajectory.®® Heckman attributes this to simi-
lar lack of motivation and non-cognitive skills that
tend to lead to dropping out school. Heckman and
others found that while students who take the GED
have very similar grades to those who complete high
school, the salary earnings of those who take the
GED look very similar to regular dropouts, mean-
ing that GED attainment has little value in terms of
future earnings. The data therefore seems to suggest

that taking the GED instead of staying in high school
does not have an economic benefit.

GED recipients tend to have lower success rates
later in life, which could be attributed to a lack of
non-cognitive skills. Heckman and his co-authors
also found that “the marginal benefit of increasing
non-cognitive ability for GEDs, especially in the bot-
tom two deciles, is greater than the marginal benefit
of increasing a decile of cognitive ability.”*¢ In other
words, non-cognitive ability goes further in terms
of educational attainment than cognitive ability.
So the GED seems to serve as an outlet for students
who find themselves frustrated with school or want
a quicker way out of high school, and these tend to be
students who have not developed the non-cognitive
skills needed to complement the cognitive skills that
lead so success. Only 31 percent of GED recipients
enrolled in college, of which 77 percent attended
only there for a semester. Heckman found that 31.7
percent of high school graduates completed a four-
year degree, compared to 6 percent of GED recipi-
ents.”” It appears that students who take the GED do
so in large part because they find themselves frus-
trated with education, so it is not surprising that
they become frustrated with college

Moreover, GED acquisition distorts high school
graduation data, making it appear as if U.S. gradu-
ation rates have improved over recent years. Heck-
man found that “removing GEDs lowers overall
graduation rates by 7.4%...8.1% for males, 6.6% for
females, 10.3% for black males, and 8.7% for black
females.”®® Even more troubling, Heckman warns
that many GED credentials even have misleading
names, which further distorts the data: “Many state-
issued GED certificates have names such as Kansas
State High School Diploma or Maryland High School
Diploma which misleads students into false expecta-
tions of equivalence with traditional high school.”®
Ifthe goalis to improve high school graduation rates,
schools must have a very clear idea of what the data
are showing. As long as the GED distorts graduation
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rates, improvements in education will be difficult
to measure.

The GED, then, has become a credential that pro-
vides little help for future economic mobility and
may exacerbate the problem of low non-cognitive
skills by offering would-be graduates an incentive
to drop out of high school. It does not seem, in real-
ity, to provide a true second chance or alternative
option. Students who drop out and then take the
GED may not have the time or motivation to develop
the non-cognitive skills for success that should come
with a high school diploma. States and local school
authorities should focus on the non-cognitive traits
that dropouts and GED recipients share, and devel-
op methods for keeping teens in high school instead
of dropping out due to frustration.

What Can Be Done?

Given the research, it seems clear that keeping
teenagers in high school until graduation starts with
character development. Schools must gear their
energies toward determining how best to develop
the non-cognitive skills associated with success in
school and beyond. In How Children Succeed, Paul
Tough discusses the character traits associated with
children who succeed in school and those who do
not, and he gives examples of strategies that build
these traits. Too often, unfortunately, the presump-
tion is that academic failures are solely linked to
intelligence. Like other analysts, Tough argues that
there are many character traits, such as persistence
and grit, that are far greater indicators of success
than intelligence. Character education, or the idea
that schools should foster a child’s non-cognitive
skills to promote the education of the “whole per-
son,” is a growing trend in school across the Unit-
ed States. To be sure, character education can be
done well and it can be done badly. But research by
Angela Duckworth, supporting Tough and others,
found that “self-discipline predicted academic per-
formance more robustly than did IQ. Self-discipline

also predicted which students would improve their
grades over the course of the school year, whereas I1Q)
did not.”®

Which approaches may enhance the develop-
ment of these critical skills and the likelihood
of high school graduation? Several approaches
look promising.

School Choice. Perhaps the best way to address
the problem is to give parents real choice over which
school to send their children. School choice is rap-
idly expanding all over the country. If students are
able to attend high-quality public schools or char-
ter schools, regardless of where they live, factors
that contribute to the achievement gap such as race
or income will start to diminish. Different children
thrive in different environments and in different
academic areas. School choice gives parents the
freedom to match their children to the school that
best fits their particular talents and needs. When
students are in an environment of their or their par-
ents’ choosing they have more motivation to succeed.

The research seems to support such benefits of
choice. A National Bureau of Economic Research
study, for instance, found that “winning the lot-
tery to attend a chosen school has an immediate
impact on absences and suspensions after notifica-
tion, and that this result is particularly strong for
older male students.” School choice has positive
effects on motivation and school performance. The
U.S. Department of Education found that simply
receiving a scholarship to attend a school of choice
increased graduation rates by about 12 percent.®?
These children are doing better in school, and par-
ents reported feeling that their children are in a safer
environment. The Education Department’s evalu-
ation revealed, “School safety is a valued feature of
schools for the families who applied to the Oppor-
tunity Scholarship Program. A total of 17 percent
of cohort 1 parents at baseline listed school safety
as their most important reason for seeking to exer-
cise school choice—second only to academic quality
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(48 percent) among the available reason.”®® (Cohort
1 parents were those who opted for school choice.
They found themselves significantly more satisfied
with their children’s educational environment than
parents who did not choose their children’s school.)
The increase in graduation rates alone shows that
giving parents a voice in how and where their chil-
dren receive an education can significantly improve
academic outcomes.

Community Schools. Schools have an interest-
ing ability to serve as a cultural and economic center
of a neighborhood that may previously have lacked
any form of social infrastructure. Community
schools build on that ability and add a variety of sup-
port services, traditionally unrelated to education,
into the academic context.®* Schools typically collab-
oratewith otherinstitutions, such ashealth clinics or
counseling centers, to create a center of services that
is open to the community. The Briya Public Charter
School in Washington, D.C., for example, collabo-
rates with Mary’s Center. Mary’s Center provides
health services, family literacy classes, and social
services in the same building; these services are also
available to their surrounding community—includ-
ing to another charter school and a public school in
the neighborhood. Mary’s Center’s presence at the
Briya Charter School has significantly impacted the
lives of the families they serve. The Briya Charter
School is for children up to age five, and Mary’s Cen-
ter has special programs for teenagers and young
adults. This location therefore provides services for
a wide range of community members. Ninety per-
cent of teenagers who participate in Mary’s Center
programs graduate from high school, and 72 percent
attend college.®® It turns out that an important level
of trust and cooperation forms among members of
a community when there is a common place where
everyone goes for assistance, and where services
are integrated. Mary’s Center builds on the social
capital and resources provided by Briya and helps to

move the neighborhood toward economic stability.
If this model is carefully replicated with the specif-
ic needs of low-income communities in mind, com-
munity schools can significantly impact high school
graduation rates.

Dropout Prevention Programs. Some schools
across the country are, however, departing from an
obsession over IQ) and instead focusing their efforts
on drug control, violence prevention, and character
development, among other things. The What Works
Clearinghouse (WWC) studied various programs
across the country®® that target at-risk youth and
help keep them in school. Here are a few examples:

s The National Guard Youth Challenge Pro-
gram. The WWC examined whether the Nation-
al Guard Challenge program improved both
the character and educational outcomes of at-
risk youth. This program is a 22-week military-
style arrangement where students live together
in “barracks,” followed by a year of mentoring.
These students were subject to military-level
discipline. The study found that the Challenge
Program increased the percentage of youth who
had earned a high school diploma by 46 percent
compared to 10 percent for the control group.®”
The character building that took place during the
National Guard Youth Challenge Program gave
students the skills and motivation to value their
education and pursue a degree.

= High school vocational programs that target
male completion. Programs focused around a
specific career often give students a feeling of
direction and purpose that encourages them
to stay in school. The WWC recommends that
schools “[ilntegrate academic content with
career and skills-based themes through career
academies or multiple pathways models. Stu-
dents should have the opportunity to see the rel-

63. Ibid., p. 44.

64. American Federation of Teachers, “Community Schools,” https://www.aft.org/issues/schoolreform/commschools/ (accessed April 18, 2014).

65. Mary's Center, “Education Services,” http://www.maryscenter.org/content/education-services (accessed April 18, 2014).
66. Institute of Education Sciences, “What Works Clearinghouse,” http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/ (accessed April 24, 2014).

67. Dan Bloom, Alissa Gardenhire-Crooks, and Conrad Mandsager, “Reengaging High School Dropouts: Early Results of the National Guard Youth
ChalleNGe Program Evaluation,” executive summary, MDRC, February 2009, p. 4,
http://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/img/2013-14%20Corporate%20Report_final.pdf (accessed April 18, 2014).

13



CPI DISCUSSION PAPER | NO.17
MAY 15, 2014

evance of their academic work by applying aca-
demic skills to work-world problems.”¢®

m Violence-Free Zones. Robert Woodson, presi-
dent of the Center for Neighborhood Enterprise,
addressed the problem of school violence head on
with the creation of Violence-Free Zones (VFZs).
Woodson, like many others, realized that children
cannot succeed in school if they are constantly
faced with the stress of a hostile environment.
The Center for Neighborhood Enterprise collab-
orates with local community leaders to institute
VFZs in high schools that are plagued with vio-
lence. The Violence-Free Zone initiative turned
students who were previously deemed trouble-
makers into what Woodson calls, “ambassadors
of peace.” These teenagers can offer positive pres-
sure to their peers and spread a positive environ-
ment through high schools across America. The
Violence Free Zones have helped students all
across the country gain a meaningful education
without the stress of safety concerns. The Cen-
ter for Neighborhood Enterprise found, “In the
first two years in Dallas, where the VFZ was first
piloted, gang incidents were reduced from 113
to 0.” Similarly, the VFZ initiative in Richmond,
Virginia, yielded remarkable results. Richmond
police reported that “[a]rrests of students at the
school were down 38%, and incidents reported
by the police School Resource Officer were down
46%.%° Through a combination of oversight by
youth mentors and program directors, students
are given the guidance and motivation to peace-
fully learn with other students.

Conclusion

Dropping out of high school severely limits the
ability to move up the economic ladder and achieve
success later in life. Many of today’s schools are not
properly geared toward developing non-cognitive
skills, such as perseverance, grit, motivation, and
organization, which enable children to finish high
school and achieve their goals. Minority, low-income,
and male students are hit the hardest by the barriers
to high school completion.

Administrators and policymakers should focus
on strategies that develop the broad range of skills
needed for success, thereby developing the whole
person. This approach begins with targeting vio-
lence, drug use, and other negative community
influences that encourage students to drop out rath-
er than make responsible decisions for their future.
Several successful programs have beenimplemented
at various high schools around the country. Schools
should look within themselves, identify the specific
barriers to high school completion that plague their
community, and design programs that target the
needs of their at-risk youth. Policymakers should
foster experimentation to find better strategies, and
they should make it much easier for parents to select
schools that match the needs of their children.

Education is arguably the most crucial factor
that contributes to a child’s ability to move up the
economic ladder. For many young Americans, the
decision of whether or not to complete high school
is the first significant choice they will make in life
and it will decisively influence their future. Encour-
aging students to acquire the skills needed to make
the right decision is crucial for their chances of
upward mobility.
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