
 

The What Works Clearinghouse has developed a series of practice guides to provide “practical recommendations 

for educators to help them address the everyday challenges they face in their classrooms and schools.” The IES 

Practice Guide on Dropout Prevention
1
 presents six recommendations for reducing dropout rates.  

  – Utilize data systems that support a realistic diagnosis of the number of students who drop 

out and that help identify individual students at high risk of dropping out. States, districts and schools 

should develop comprehensive, longitudinal, student level databases with unique IDs that, at a minimum, 

include data on student absences, grade retention, and low academic achievement. Data should be 

reviewed regularly, with a particular emphasis before the transitions to middle school and high school. 

  – Assign adult advocates to students at risk of dropping out. Adult advocates should have 

an appropriate background and low caseloads and be purposefully matched with students. Adequate 

training and support should be provided for advocates. 

  – Provide academic support and enrichment to improve academic performance. Help 

students to improve academic performance and reengage in school. 

  – Implement programs to improve students’ classroom behavior and social 

skills. Students should establish attainable academic and behavioral goals and be recognized when they 

accomplish them. Schools can teach strategies to strengthen problem-solving and decision-making skills, 

and partner with community-based agencies to provide students with supports to address external factors 

affecting social and behavioral interactions. 

  – Personalize the learning environment and instructional process. A personalized 

learning environment creates a sense of belonging and fosters a school climate where students and 

teachers get to know one another and can provide academic, social, and behavioral encouragement. 

  – Provide rigorous and relevant instruction to better engage students in 

learning and provide the skills needed to graduate and to serve them after they leave school. Engagement 

can be increased by providing students with the necessary skills to complete high school and by 

introducing students to postsecondary options. 

 Increasing student engagement is critical to preventing dropping out. Engagement involves active 

participation in learning and schoolwork as well as in the social life of school. 

 While dropping out typically occurs during high school, the disengagement process may begin 

much earlier and include academic, social, and behavioral components. 

During the middle school years, students’ interest in school and academic skills may begin to lag, so that by the 

time students transition to high school, students who are at risk of dropping out may need intensive individual 

support or other supports to re-engage them in the purpose of education.  

 
Researchers have identified key academic, behavioral, and psychological indicators for those most likely to 

drop out of school. These include low academic achievement; frequent absences; grade retention; disciplinary 

action, notably suspensions; a lack of interest, effort, and engagement with school-work; as well as a lack of a 

sense of belonging and identification with the school. 

 
Initiation of targeted, school-wide, and long-term strategies should include a plan to ensure high-quality 

implementation of the strategies. High quality implementation of the strategies, individually and as part of a 

larger, comprehensive plan, will require investments in professional development for staff, not only to promote 

staff skills but also, where necessary, to change staff behaviors and attitudes. 



 

 

 – Utilize data systems that support a realistic 
diagnosis of the number of students who drop out and that help 
identify individual students at high risk of dropping out. States, 
districts and schools should develop comprehensive, 
longitudinal, student level databases with unique IDs that, at a 
minimum, include data on student absences, grade retention, 
and low academic achievement. Data should be reviewed 
regularly, with a particular emphasis before the transitions to 
middle school and high school. 

Student’s online 10-year plan, created in the 8
th

 or 9
th

 grade, 

can follow them throughout community college.  Classroom 

instructor’s was well as advisors and counselors will have 

easy access to each student’s plan which can be used for data-

driven advisories, addressing the argument that students are 

more than their test scores, grades and attendance records.  In 

addition, this personalized data will be used to motivate the 

students to achieve academically because they will understand 

the consequences of not giving their education their best 

effort. 

 – Assign adult advocates to students at risk of 
dropping out. Adult advocates should have an appropriate 
background and low caseloads and be purposefully matched 
with students. Adequate training and support should be 
provided for advocates. 

 

 – Provide academic support and enrichment 
to improve academic performance. Help students to improve 
academic performance and reengage in school. 

 

 – Implement programs to improve 
students’ classroom behavior and social skills. Students should 
establish attainable academic and behavioral goals and be 
recognized when they accomplish them. Schools can teach 
strategies to strengthen problem-solving and decision-making 
skills, and partner with community-based agencies to provide 
students with supports to address external factors affecting 
social and behavioral interactions. 
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 – Personalize the learning environment 
and instructional process. A personalized learning environment 
creates a sense of belonging and fosters a school climate where 
students and teachers get to know one another and can provide 
academic, social, and behavioral encouragement. 

 

 – Provide rigorous and relevant 
instruction to better engage students in learning and provide the 
skills needed to graduate and to serve them after they leave 
school. Engagement can be increased by providing students 
with the necessary skills to complete high school and by 
introducing students to postsecondary options. 

 Increasing student engagement is critical to preventing 
dropping out. Engagement involves active 
participation in learning and schoolwork as well as in 
the social life of school. 

 While dropping out typically occurs during high 
school, the disengagement process may begin much 
earlier and include academic, social and behavioral 
components. 


