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In order to develop, implement, and evaluate dropout prevention efforts in
Junier high schools, school social workers need to be aware of early adolescent
predictors of later high school dropout. The present study examines junior
high school predictors of high school dropout, moevement into aliernative edu-
cational settings, and high school graduation. A wide range of student,
mother; and teacher measures were collected at the end of the school year
(spring 1985). Data for 1,781 sixth- and seventh-grade students and their
teachers, in addition to a subsample of mothers, were analyzed. High school
graduates were found to have higher grades, fewer absences, higher percep-
tions of their abilities, and lower reports of rnisconduct and substance use in
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comparison to those who dropped out of school {dropouts) and those who
moved into alternative educational settings (drop-alts). Additionally, drop-
alts had lower self-esteem and higher reported family income in comparison
to dropouts. Implications for dropout prevention and intervention efforts, as
well as for future research, are presented.

School soctal workers are in strategic positions to develop, implement,
and evaluate dropoui prevention efforts in the schools (Allen-Meares,
Washington, & Welsh, 1996). However, in order to identify the targets for
dropout prevention as early as junior high school, we need to know the
early adolescent predictors of later high school dropout. The present
study was designed to examine junior high schoel predictors of high
school dropout using a large, longitudinal data set so we may begin to
identify areas for dropout prevention efforts during early adolescence.

Approximately 20% of a school cohort will leave school early (Dry-
foos, 1990). Studies have found that students who drop out of school are
more likely to be unemployed, involved in crime, using mind altering sub-
stances, and experiencing health and marital problems when compared
to those who graduate (Dryfoos, 1990; Dupper, 1993; MeCaul, Donaid-
san, Coladarci, & Davis, 1992; W. T. Grani Foundation, 1988). Asaresult
of these difficulties, high school dropouts cost the pation significant
amounts of money in terms of lost taxes, mental health services, reme-
dial programs, and rehabilitation (W. T. Grant Foundation). Thus,
researchers and practitioners have studied many factors associated with
dropping out in order to identify those factors that should be the focus of
prevention efforts.

Dupper (1993) identified numerous correlates of school dropout in the
titerature, including low self-esteem, low perceptions of ability, difficulty
getting along with teachers, dislike for school. high absenteeism. low par~
ent educational attainment. low parent educational values, low parent
educational expectations for their children, high parent punitiveness, and
poverty. Unfortunately, few studies have examined whether these factors
influence future high school dropouts as early as their junior high school
years, a time when students face multiple individual, social, and institu-
tional changes that place them at increased risk for having difficulty at
school {(Eccles et al., 1993; Wheelock & Doriman, 1988).

This study assesses individaal, family, and environmental factors as
perceived by students, mothers. and math teachers in order to examine
early adolescent risk factors for later high school dropout. Three educa-
tional groups are compared; those who graduated from traditional pub-
lic high schools, those whe dropped out of high school completely, and

Junior High School Predictors of High School Dropout 33

those who moved into alternative educaticnal settings. We compared
those who dropped out of school completely with those who took advan-
tage of alternative resources because of the potential future benefits of
remaining in some form of educational seiting. Thus, we studied the
early protective factors associated with movement into alternative edu-
cational settings in order to identify targets of intervention within the
group of students who decided to leave school early.

In sum, we hypothesize that high school graduates and those who
leave school early will differ in their school-related attitudes and behav-
tors during early adelescence, with high school graduates demonstrating
the most positive attitudes and behaviors. We also predict that family
resources such as maternal education and family income, as well as fam-
ily relations, will differentiate between those who leave school and those
who remain. Finally, we believe that mother and teacher assessments of
student attitudes, abilities, and characteristics will also relate to students’
later educational decisions. :

Method
Study Overview

Data were collected as part of a larger study of adolescent develop-
ment which began in 1983 (Michigan Study of Adolescent Life Transi-
tions). This sarvey study was designed to examine a wide range of stu-
dent, parent, and teacher attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors relevant to
early adolescence, academic achievement, and the transition to junior
high school. The sample was drawn from 10 districts in southeastern
Michigan. Approximately 2,200 students and their math teachers com-
pleted surveys in the spring of 1985, at the end of the students’ sixth- or
seventh-grade vears. All of the students’ parents were invited to partici-
pate in the study, and approximately 700 mothers filled out surveys.
School record data were collected on all students for the 1985 and 1990
school years. :

Sample

The sample comprises primarily Buropean American {90%}), working-
to middle-class families, Fifty-four percent of the sample is female (n =
962) and 46% of the sample is male (n = 819). Mean age at the time of
the 1985 survey was 14 years. Most students were in the seventh grade
{90%). Some stadents were in the sixth grade as a result of mixed-age
classrooms during the first wave of data collection (10%). On average.
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mothers had taken some college courses or had received some technical
training beyond high school. The mean family income reported by the
mothers fell in the $30,600-%$4.0.000 range. Most were married and liv-
ing with their partners {78%), 8% were divorced, and 14% were in other
marital categories. All of the students’ math teachers participated.

Measures

Dependent Variable Students were grouped into three educational
categories based on 1990 school records. Data from a subsequent survey
were used to determine unclear educational status. In cases where edu-
cational status was unclear from the record or the survey data, we
attempted to contact the participant to get a scheoling history. After con-
tacting such participants, we placed them in the appropriate groups
based an their reported status as of the summer of 1990. These groups
were identified as follows: dropouts (n = 125; 7%)}—students who left
school because they were experiencing mental health problems, did not
attend class, were working, were pregnant, attained legal age and
decided to quit, joined the military, were expelled for disciplinary reasons,
gof married, ran away from home, entered drug rehabilitation. er were
experiencing family problems; drop-alts (# = 74; 4%}—students who
moved into an alternative education program, an adult education pro-

gram, or a military school or religious academy, and students who trans- |

ferred to a delinguent program or completed a GED as of summer 1990;
and high school graduates (n = 1,582; 89%)—students who received a
high school diploma or were on track for high scheol graduation at the
time of data collection in 1990. Students who moved or left school and
could not be placed into the above categories were excluded from the pre-
sent analyses (n = 469).

Independent Variables  Measures were created based on factor analy-
ses and on a priori conceptualizations of theoretical constructs. A Cron-
bach’s alpha was caleulated for scales that contained more than one
item. Alphas ranged from .53 to .90 with an average alpha of .81, A
more detailed description of the scales is available by contacting the first
author.

Student Measures  Students were asked to respond to a number of
Likert scale itemns designed to assess their perceptions, beliefs, and behav-
tors across multiple domains. These included attitudes toward school;
perceptions of academic, social, and sports abilities; perceptions of the
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importance of academics, sports, and social activities; educational
expectations; anxiety; self-esteem; depression; participation in deviant
activities; school aggression and misbehavior; time spent on academics,
on sports, and with friends; involvement in group activities: perceptions
of parental strictness; and perceptions of friends’ influence, In addition.,
record data information including academic marls,s in math and English
and number of absences were also assessed.

Maternal Measures  Mothers were asked to respond to a number of
Likert scale items designed to assess their perceptions of their child’s atti-
tudes toward school; their perceptions of their child’s academic, sports,
and social abilities; the values they held for their child; their educational
expectations for their child; their school involvement and satisfaction:
their reported family income: and their level of education.

Teacher Measures  Math teachers were asked to rate each student on
persistence, need for discipline, ﬁghting. social interests, absences,
adjustment to junior high school, and how well the teacher knew the
student.

_Results

Four separate MANOVASs were run on record data, student measures,
material measures, and teacher measures, respectively, Overall F values
for each MANOVA were significant at p < .001, indicating that the
groups differed significantly on the independent predictors while taking
into account the mterrelations among the predictors. This reduces the
likelihood of Type I error. Because of the large sample size, only variables

- with anivariate F values significant at the p < .01 level were further

examined to determine which subgroups differed significantly from each
other. Group differences at the p < .05 level were examined as & resolt of
reduced sample sizes for these post hoc analyses. Results are reported in
Tables 1 through 3.

The majority of the mean-level differences on student, mother, and
teacher measures existed between the high school graduates and mem-
bers of both of the drop groups. In comparison to the high school grad-
uates, the dropouts and drop-alts had more absences (p < .01), lower
math and English grades (p < .01), lower sell-perceptions of academic
ability (p < .01), lower educational expectations ( p < .01), lower acade-
mic values {p <.01}. more dislike for scheol {(p < .01), higher public anx-
fety {p < .05), higher test anxiety (p < .01: p < .05), higher reports of
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Table 1 Means and Standard Deviations for Student Measures by
Educational Status

Graduates Dropouts Drop-alts F
Measures (scale points) (] {SD) {553} {p-value)
School records
Absences (days) 6,97 13.51 12.44 46.55
{6.52) (9.63} (10.27) {000y **
Math grades (16} 10.76 7.59 8.56 53.76
{2.99) (3.21} 4,22} (.000)*=**
English grades (16} 10.52 7.66 8.35 4594
C(2.88) {3.06} {3.55) (.00C)* ==
School
Like school {7} 5.12 468 4.48 7.70
{1.63) (1.78) {(1.31) £000)%**
Reasons for coming (7) 4.18 3.84 4,18 2.95
(1.48} (1.51) (1.38) {.053)
Positive teacher treatment {4) 2.92 2.30 2.94 0.06
(0.89) {0.85) (0.76} {546}
Safety worries (5) 1.83 1.88 1.75 G.65
{0.92} (1.05} (0.78} {520
Self-concept
Academics (7) 5.03 4.31 4,36 37.02
(0.39) {1.05) {1.12) (.00gy***
Making friends (7) 4.86 4.89 473 0.15
{1.24) {1,.28) {1.08) {860}
Looks (7} ' 4.45 4.44 4,17 .51
{1.33} (1.29} (1.32} (.602)
Sports (7} 497 5.08 473 0.41
{1.45) (1.43) {1.43} {863)
Values
Academics {7) 5.25 4.98 4.95 4.84
{1.07) {1.12) {1.15) (008~
Sports {7) © 538 5.18 5.37 0.89
{1.61} (1.79) (1.67) (410}
Social {7) 5.65 5.45 5.53 1.89
{1.03} (1.14} (1.04) {151}
Educational expeciations
Attend d-year coliege (4) 3.19 2.70 293 22.80
(0.80) {0.95) {0.78} (.0Ogyr =~
Mental health
Public anxiety (4} 2.16 2.33 2.39 510
{0.85) {0.88) (0.82) {006y *
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Table 1 Means and Standard Deviations for Student Measures by
Educational Status {continued)

Graduates Dropouts Drop-aits F
Measures (scale points) {SD) SOy [3n)] { pvaiue}
Test anxiety (7} 268 2.96 2.95 5.29
. (1.39) {1.36} {0.39) {.005)*=
Social anxiety (4} 2.89 3.00 2.94 1.73
{0.68) 0.71} {0.73) {178
Self-esteem (4) - 2.87 2.85 2.63 7.77
. (0.63) 7 {0.83) (0.72) {000y **
Depressive symptoms {7} 2.67 2.84 2.74 379
{0.89) {1.04} (0.82) (023)
Behavicr _
Smoking and drug use {5} 1.20 1.67 1.63 43.06
{0.59) (111} (1.02) [Reiele) L
Student mishehavior {13} 0.86 1.77 1.7% 34.23
: {1.57) {2.05) (231 {000y
School aggression (13) 3.06 3.84 4.06 8.41
{3.33) {3.58) (3.77) {.O00yF=~>
Time use :
Academics (4} 218 2.14 2.31 0.65
(0.74) 0.73) (0.86} (523)
Sports (4} 3.18 3.22 3.38 0.83
{1.06) {1.04) {0.85) (437)
Friends {5) 2.08 1.7% 1.74 7.27
{1.22} (1.17) {1.04) {000y **
Group involvement (6) 1.91 1.81 1.69 0.68
(1.47} (1.60) (1.6 {.504}
Family
Strict parents (4} 2.06 2,47 218 7.00
{0.58) {0.67) (0.6 {001)F**
Strict curfew (7) 5.34 4.89 5.00 7.16
{1.34) {1.53 (1.61) {007)***
Desire to run away (5) 1.86 2.12 2.43 13.04
{1.19) {1.40 (1.21} (.000)***
friends
Negative influence (7) 2.98 3.28 3.52 8.12
(1.24) (1.45) (1.27% {.OGOy > >

Note: Sample sizes for school record data were as follows: graduates, n = 815; dropouts,
n = 96; drop-alts, = 48, Sample sizes for the rest of the student data were as follows:
graduates, n = §,582; dropouts, n = 125, drop-alts, n = 74,

**p g 01 ***p < 001
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Table 2 Means and Standard Deviations for Maternai Measures by
Educational Status

Graduates Drapouts Drop-alis F
Mgasures {scale paints) (5D} S0y {50} { prvaiue)
Demagraphics
Family income (5) 3.88 2.92 3.57 788
{1.22) {1.19) (1.38) {Go0yr =~
Maternal educational level (3 4.11 3.20 £.04 4.40
(1.52) {1.23) {1.19) {013
School
Satisfaction with school {7} 476 4.96 4.39 0.84
(1.54) (2.01) {1.83) (.432)
involvement in schooif (4) 1.86 1.84 1.61 0.64
{1.03) {1.14) {0.84) {526}
Parenting
Strictness (4} 2.52 2.52 2.48 0.05
{0.62} {0.59} (0.67} {947}
Perceptions of child’s ability
Academics (7) 5.38 467 4.48 12.52
{1.06} (1.28} (1.10) (oo
Sports {7) 470 4.96 470 0.40
: {1.44} (1.84) {1.26) {668}
Making friends (7} 5.21 522 5.38 058
(1.13} (1.32} (1.06) {758
Values for child
Acadernics {7) 6.11 5.96 £.07 (.46
(0.80} (0.98} (577 {632}
Sparts {7) 3.70 4.00 3.91 0.71 A
{1.50; {1.23} (1.41) {.493)
Involved with cpposite sex (7). 3.13 3.01 3.80 3.85
{1.15) (1.25) (1.27) {.022)
tducational expectations
Attend d-year college (4) 3.06 2.56 2.70‘ §,33
10.82} {0.92) D.82) (.002)%*
Perception of child's attitudes
Child turned off to schocl (7} 2.58 3.68 3.70‘ 10.41 _
(1.58} {1.93) {2.01) {.o0Qy >+

tiote; Sample sizes were as follows: graduates, n = 640; dropouts, n = 25; drop-alts, n = 23,
e 01 " p < 001
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Table 3 Means and Standard Deviations for Teacher Measures by
Educational Status

Gratluates Dropouts Drop-aits : £
feasdres (scale points) {50 (SO} {509 {pvalue)
Know student weli (7) 4,83 478 478 0.21

. (1.12) {1.13) (1.14) (.807)

Student’s adjustment to junior  5.13 418 460 4508
high (7} {1.23} (1.32) {1.38) {.00G)**+*

Sodial interests interfere (73 3.53 4,71 4.26 35.15
{1.79) 077 {1.83} {000yx**

Absences interfere (7) 2.1 317 2.78 40.50
(1.43) {(2.06) {1.65) {000+ **

Student gives up easily (3} 1.79 2.18 2.01 37.03
i © {0.58) (0.59) (0.63) OO0y **

Student is not disciplined (4) 3.64 3.08 3.31 50.75
{0.65} {1.00) (0.90) {000+ **

Student gets into fights (3) 1.32 1.70 1.52 51.80
{0.44) {0.62) {0.58} {000)***

Note: Sample sizes were as follows: graduates, n = 1,633, dropouts, n = 148; drop-alts, 7= 91,
*o o< O o < O .

smoking and drug use (p < .01), higher reports of misbehavior at school
{(p < .01}. higher reports of aggressive behavior at school ( p<.01),
higher perceptions of friends’ negative influence ( p < .01} and more
desire to run away from home (p < .01). In addition, drop-alts indicated
that they spent the most time with their friends {p <.05) and that their
parents were the strictest (p < .01) of the three groups. Dropouts had
the most lenient curfew {p < .03) of the three groups. Both dropouts
and high school graduates reported higher levels of sell-esteem ( p<.01}
in comparison to drop-alis.

Mothers of early adolescents who ended up leaving school early were
maore likely to describe their adolescents as “turned off” to school {p=<.01).
had lower perceptions of their adolescents’ acadernic abilities ( p<.01},
and held lower educational expectations for their adolescents { p < .01,
p < .05). In addition, mothers of dropouts reported significantly lower
family incomes than mothers of students who graduated from high
school{p < .01) and mothers of students who moved into alternative edu-
catiopal settings (p < .03).

Junior high school math teachers reported that dropouts and drop-
alts had higher levels of maladjustment to junior high school {p < .01},
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tended {o give up more easily (p < .01), let social inferests interfere with
schooling (p < .01), had absences that interfered with school {p < .01},
were more likely to be disciplined (p < .01), and were more likely to be
caught fighting in school ( p < .01) in comparison to those who stayed in
school until graduation. In addition, teachers of students who dropped
out completely reported more maladjustment to junior high (p < .05}
and more fighting in school (p < .05) in comparison to drop-alis.

Discussion

In order to design effective dropout prevention efforts daring junior
high school, school social workers need to be aware of the early adoles-
cent predictors of later high school dropout. This study explored the
mean-level differences between high school graduates, those who leave
school completely (dropouts), and those who move into alternative edu-
cational settings (drop-alis}. In general, by early adolescence students
who later leave their high schools evidence a broad array of behavioral
and attitudinal signs that are indicative of school and family struggles.
According to the adolescents, their mothers, and their teachers, those
who leave school early are not as successful at or engaged in learning,
have more negative attitudes and affective experiences in relation io
school, and are more likely to be involved with negative peer groups and
in deviant activities. In addition, their families are more likely to be
struggling in terms of their relationships and their finances, These find-
ings suggest that a multifaceted approach to dropout prevention aimed
at school performance and attitudes, anxiety, deviant activities, peer
groups, and family relations and resources is a beginning point for the
development of dropout prevention efforts in junior high school set-
tings.

The grades and attendance results indicate that programs designed to
increase student performance and attendance in educational seftings are
warranted. Both Caliste (1984} and Charney (1993} describe individual
and group approaches to increasing student performance and atten-
dance that have shown modest effectiveness.

Early adolescents who end up leaving school early also differ from
high school graduates in terms of their lower academic values, dislike for
school, lack of persistence on school tasks, lower educational expecta-
fions, and lower percepiions of academic ability. The mothers of these
adolescents corroborate these findings, as reftected by their lower ratings
of their adolescents’ academic abilifies, and their lower educational
expectations lor their children, in comparison to mothers of high school
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graduates. Although school achievement strongly affects these attitudes,
it has also been found that significant others such as parents and teach-
ers shape adolescents’ values, expectations, and perceptions of abilities,
even when previous school performance is controlled for {Eccles, Adler, &
Kaczala, 1982: Eccles, Kaczala, & Meece, 1982}, Thus, school social
workers may play a role in encouraging students, parents, and teachers
to examine their beliefs and values in order to clarify the multiple infla-
ences on such views. Deing so in early adolescence may help to imterrupt
the process of school disengagement before such beliefs become more
internalized and further embedded within a broader identity.

Those who leave school early report significantly more anxiety about
test taking and public speaking than high school graduates. We know Ht-
tle about how to assist students with high test-taking and public-speak-
ing anxiety within the school setting. Social workers in junior high
school settings can be instrumental in identifying youth whose anxiety
levels may be interfering with normative schoo! tasks. Helping these stu-
dents cope with their anxiety, as well as working with teachers to help
them understand the students’ difficalties, may contribufe to a more
comiortable learning environment that reduces anxiety and enhances
school achievement.

Many in-service programs in the schools are devoted to esteem-build-
ing activities with the goal of increasing student engagement. Yet our
findings suggest that this relationship is complex, and that perhaps it is
not as salient as it is often thought to be. For instance, high school grad-
nates and those who leave school completely report similar levels of self-
worth in early adolescence. This finding may be indicative of drepouts’
use of domains such as social relations and deviant activities as alferna-
tive sources of self-worth as earcly as junior high school. Thus, a chal-
lenge for school social workers and staff is re-engaging students who
become emotionally distant from and uninterested in academic perfor-
mance and learning, as opposed to increasing general seif-esteem.

Students who chose alternative educational settings have signifi-
cantly lower levels of self-esteem in comparison te both high school grad-
uates and dropouts. It is possible that students who use alternative edu-
cation have a unique set of early adolescent family or social experiences
that we have yet to uncover. It should be noted that in the present study.
both the dropout and drop-alt groups include a diverse set of students.
Therefore, future research should examine differences between various
subgroups of dropouts and those who choose alternative education
options in order to refine our understanding of these groups and develop
appropriate inferventions.
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The relation of deviant activities and perceived negative peer influ-
ence te school dropout Hlustrates the need for school social workers to
identify students engaged in problematic within-school and out-of-
school behaviors earlier, and to directly intervene in such behaviors, This
may include within-school and out-of-school substance abuse programs,
conflict and anger managergent programs, and aliernatives to suspen-
sion. School social workers must keep in mind that participation in
deviant activities and conflict within the school environment may reflect
the emergence of a youth's social identity based on rejection of conven-
tional norms (Mackeod, 1987; Willis, 1977). These studenis tend to
gravitate toward peers engaged in similar behaviors and begin to build a
strong social identity that stands in contrast to those who accept and are
rewarded by conventional school norms. Therefore, school social work-
ers must challenge themselves to be allies of youth that reject and are
rejected by the conventional school system.

Both dropouts and drop-alts report wanting to run away more than
graduates, reflecting a general undercarrent of family difficulties for
these early adolescents. Drop-alts felt their parents were more strict
than students who later graduated, which may reflect the parents’ need
‘to control these adolescents. Alternatively, these parents may have a
stricter, authoritarian parenting stvle that contributes to rebellion in
the early adolescent (Steinberg, 1990). Dropouts had more lenient cur-
fews in comparison to early adolescents who graduated from high
scheol, which may reflect a more lentent, permissive parenting style
that is mismatched with the early adolescents' need for limit setting
{Steinberg, 1990). School social workers can fulfill multiple functions in
refation to these family issues. They may serve as primary interpreters of
students' family situations to school stalf, provide in-school opportuni-
ties for students to talk about family issues and provide guidance in their
learning to cope, provide opportunities for in-school involvement and
success, hold parenting workshops, and make relevant referrals to local
agencies or therapists.

The results indicate that sixth- and sevenih-grade teachers possess
the ability to identify students who are at risk for dropping out. This is sig-
nificant considering that only math teachers were involved in the present
study. Therefore, an efficient way for school social workers to identify
junior high scheol students at risk for later school dropout is the use of
teachers’ assessments of students’ persistence, adjustment, and behav-
iors in school. However, we also need to examine further the roles that
teachers’ expectations and perceptions of the students play in influenc-
ing student cutcomes. In particular, school social workers need to know
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more about the feaching and classroom practices that are effective or
detrimental for at-risk students so they may encourage and support pos-
itive classroom environments.

In comparison to dropouts, drop-alts have mothers who report more
family income, suggesting that financial resources serve as a protective
factor when students experience school difficulties. Therefore, school
social workers may be more important in facilitating movement into an
alternative educational environment for students whose families are
struggling financially. '

In sum, the present study identifies many early adolescent predictors
of later high school dropout. School social workers should become
involved in dropout prevention efforts if they exist, but they should also
work to create such programs if they are presently absent from their
junior high school setiing. Although the present study examined critical
junior high school predictors of high school dropout that provide a basis
for dropout prevention efforts in the middle grades, it should be cau-
tioned that this study did not examine critical individual differences such
as gender and race in relation to school dropout, or important environ-
mental factors, such as school climate and policies, that confribute to
early school dropout. Future research needs to examine such factors in
order to refine dropout prevention approaches. Finally, the effectiveness
of dropout prevention and intervention efforts during early adolescence
needs to be documented. and school social workers should be involved in
evaluating such initiatives.
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A Reachable Goal: An Attendance Program
That Works for School Social Workers With
Too Little Time and Too Much to Do

Marion Huxtable

The article describes an attendarce program designed to improve the atten-
dance of elementary school students who missed 20 or more days during the
previous school year. The program uses little time and can be carried out by a
school social worker or social work intern. The program uses positive rein-
Jorcement. The average improvement in attendance of the students in the pro-
gram was highly significant and the program has been reproduced by different
workers at different schools.

More than a decade of educational reform has brought assorted changes
to public education, yet schools across the country are still bedeviled by
declining reading and math test scores. School reform has largely fol-
lowed the recommendations given to the Secretary of Bducation in 1983
in the report “A Nation at Risk” (National Commission on Excellence in
Education). The report’s recommendations on curricula, standards,
teaching practices, and reorganization have produced an array of
changes such as the resurgence of phonics, the institution of testing
requirements in most states, the growth of charter schools, and the col-
lapse of bilingual education. The one recommendation that has received
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