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Promoting School Engagement for Struggling Students
Case Statement: Dropping out of high school is not an event, but rather a process that involves a number of complex
and interrelated factors. For example, we can identify 50% of eventual dropouts as early as the sixth grade1 and 80% by the
ninth,2 based on observable academic, attendance and behavior indicators. Furthermore, the first marking period of the
ninth grade appears to be particularly important,3 since it is a time when a group of young people who have not yet
exhibited any dropout predictors begin to experience significant academic challenges. Beyond these objective factors,
young people often complain that they don’t understand why they need to master academic content, and that no one really
cares whether or not they come to school.4 Based on these and other findings, we are beginning to understand in more detail
many of the factors that determine whether or not young people graduate, and how to frame interventions that can reengage struggling students and get them back on track for graduation.
Research-Based Approaches that Promote Student Engagement:


Positive Adult Relationships. Well-designed mentoring programs that produce caring relationships between adults
and youth have positive impacts on a wide range of academic and social indicators.5



Summer transition programs. Structured opportunities where students can learn about their new schools, meet their
teachers and understand academic expectations, are effective strategies for easing the movement into 9th grade.
Effective programs often include three components: personalization, motivation and skill-building; designed to help
educators tackle the sources of failure among ninth graders and lay a firmer
foundation for success in high school.6



Contextual learning. Real-world learning opportunities may be effective
in improving students’ grades, attendance and graduation rates. In addition,
applied learning holds promise for increasing student engagement – i.e.
relevance to rigor - as well as access to postsecondary education.7



After-School Internships. At-risk teens participating in paid internships
after school missed fewer days of school than similar classmates, tended to
fail fewer core academic courses, and had higher rates of graduation and
lower dropout rates than similar students who did not participate.8



Connections to Employers and Work. Structured employer-school
connections provide access to employment networks, reduce the negative
peer influence and offer meaningful adult relationships. These experiences
can also help students to engage in new modes of thought and to consider
career pathways previously unknown to them.9



Truancy Reduction Efforts. Effective truancy reduction efforts focus on
comprehensive approaches that build positive relationships among schools,
communities, parents and students, leading to enhanced attendance,
attachment and achievement.10

Related Efforts in Philadelphia…

 Thousands of youth are offered workplace
internships each year through WorkReady
Philadelphia, funded by employers,
government and foundations.
 City-funded out-of-school time programs
provide thousands of after-school and
summer program slots.
 The School District of Philadelphia
operates summer school programs for
thousands of high school students each
year.
 Truancy reduction efforts managed by the
School District and the City’s Department
of Human Resources are currently under
review to increase coordination and
effectiveness.
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