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Schargel, 2004). However, while the literature identifies methods that may in part alleviate or 

eliminate the at-risk population, no synthesis of the literature has been conducted to establish 

which program strategies are most successful in reducing dropout rates and improving 

graduation rates.  

 

Based on the body of research on dropout prevention, many schools, districts, and states 

are making appreciable gains in graduation rates. Over the most recent seven years, 42 states 

have, on average, increased their averaged freshman graduation rates by up to 2.4% per year. 

However, not all schools, nor all states, have shown such progress. In addition, funding for 

education is often the first on the chopping block in many areas of the nation (see Trends in 

AFGR, Dropout, and Funding, NDPC, 2013a). Cuts in funding and continued struggles to 

address the dropout issue mean that efficiency and effectiveness are perhaps even more crucial 

today than ever.  

 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

 

The purpose of this study was to provide an overall estimated effect size of dropout 

prevention efforts on dropout and graduation rates and to provide estimated effect sizes of 

research-based strategies on these two outcome variables. However, our search of the literature 

rendered less than 30 evaluations that (a) included graduation rate as the dependent variable and 

(b) met our inclusion criteria. This small number of evaluations did not allow for examination of 

the strategies as predictors of graduation rates. However, we foresee that changing in the near 

future as states have begun to include graduation rate as a measure of student and school success, 

which should translate into more studies/evaluations that use graduation rate as the dependent 

variable.  

 

Our final analyses focused on the following four research questions:  

 

1. What are the mean effect size estimates of dropout prevention programs on dropout 

rates? 

2. What are the mean effect size estimates of dropout prevention programs on 4-year 

graduation rates? 

3. How do dropout rate effect sizes vary as a function of prevention strategies? 

4. Which dropout prevention strategies are significant predictors of the overall dropout 

rate?  

 

Method 

 

We employed a meta-analysis research design (Borenstein, Hedges, Higgins, & 

Rothstein, 2009) to estimate a mean effect size of dropout prevention efforts on dropout and 







 

9 
 

similar individual effect sizes. When that is not the case, the random effects model is appropriate 

(Borenstein et al., 2009). The random effects model allows us to calculate an overall mean effect 

across the varying effect sizes using a weighting procedure. We used the random effects model 

and applied the weighted linear combination approach to allow studies with larger sample sizes 

to carry more weight. Because studies with large sample sizes are considered to have higher 

statistical power, this provided a more accurate and representative overall mean effect size for 

each of our outcome variables and each of the strategies we examined as predictors of dropout 

rates (Hedges & Olkin, 1985). 

 

Predictors/Strategy Variables 

 

 In our analysis, we included program strategies as predictor variables to examine if the 

dropout rate varied as a function of these program strategies and to determine if any of the 

strategies statistically significantly predicted the overall effect size for the dropout rate. First, we 

needed to establish effective strategies for dropout prevention and graduation rate improvement. 

To do this, we accessed the current Effective Strategies for Dropout Prevention Web page 

(2013b) on the National Dropout Prevention Center’s Web site. The NDPC has identified 15 

strategies that have been shown in the literature to have positive impacts on dropout rates. These 

strategies have been implemented successfully at all education levels and environments 

throughout the nation. The strategies are: Systemic Renewal, School-Community Collaboration, 

Safe Learning Environments, Family Engagement, Early Childhood Education, Early Literacy 

Development, Mentoring/Tutoring, Service-Learning, Alternative Schooling, After-School 

Opportunities, Professional Development, Active Learning, Educational Technology, 

Individualized Instruction, and Career and Technology Education (CTE; see Appendix B for 
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Table 2 

Overall weighted mean dropout rate effect sizes by strategy. 

Strategy 

# of Studies 

Employing 

Strategy 

Effect Size 

(d) 

Test of Heterogeneity 

Q df p 

Academic Support 

No 

Yes 

 

2 

59 

 

.43 

.14 

 

0.88 

 

1 

 

.35 

Afterschool  

No 

Yes 

 

40 

21 

 

.18 

.09 

 

2.24 

 

1 

 

.14 

Behavioral Interventions 

No 

Yes 

 

28 

33 

 

.12 

.18 

 

0.94 

 

1 

 

.33 

Career Development/Job Training 

No 

Yes 

 

48
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Table 4 

Strategy effect sizes from meta-regression model.  

Strategy Effect size p 

Career Development/Job Training 0.81 0.56 

Family Engagement 0.67 0.00 

Mentoring 0.63 0.91 

Behavioral Intervention 0.46 0.01 

Literacy Development 0.42 0.00 

Work-Based Learning 0.26 0.01 

School/Classroom Environment 0.25 0.00 

Service-Learning 0.21 0.00 

Health and Wellness 0.18 0.00 

Academic Support 0.11 0.00 

 

 

Discussion and Implications 

 

 Improving dropout rates and graduation rates are actually comprehensive K-12 issues, 

although much of the prevention work occurs at the high school level. To appropriately interpret 

the effect sizes estimated here, we need to view them in light of other high school reform efforts. 

Research indicates that mean effects for high school reform efforts are estimated at about .24 

(Hill, Bloom, Black, & Lipsey, 2007). However, these are effect sizes that represent school-wide 

populations, not just the at-risk or very at-risk populations that are included in most of the studies 

we have included here. In that context, we interpret our overall effect sizes of .15 for dropout rate 

as promising and .36 for graduation rate as excellent. These effects provide us with an indication 

that dropout efforts are resulting in positive impacts on students, which is especially important 

considering the cost of dropouts on society and individually.   

 

This is good news for a couple of reasons. First, many of these programs are 

implemented using taxpayer dollars; others are funded through private sources. Second, 

substantial resources other than finances go into these programs, including time and research.  

There is obviously still substantial work to be done in the dropout prevention field, but our 

results indicate that we are making progress in the area. Hopefully, the positive results will allow 

us to more smoothly build or extend relationships with schools and program developers as we 

now have empirical evidence to identify those strategies that are impactful on dropout rates. 

Programs that employ these strategies have larger effects than those who do not, particularly 

those programs that include Family Engagement, Behavioral Intervention, and Literacy 
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Educating parents on specific 

parenting skills, management 

skills, and communication skills; 

providing education on various 

topics such as abuse and 

sexuality; training on ways to 

assist child academically. 

 

Family Therapy 

Focuses on improving 

maladaptive patterns of family 

interaction and communication. 

 

Teen Parent Support 

Parenting skills training; 

financial management; other 

types of training and/or services 

to assist teen parents in staying in 

school and developing family 

life; includes pre-post natal care; 

and provision of child care for 

children of teen parents while 

they attend programs, schools, 

etc. 

Gang 

Prevention/Intervention  

 

Prevent youth from joining gangs; 

intercede with existing gang members 

during crisis conflict situations. 

 Safe Learning 

Environment 

 School-Community 

Collaboration 

*Health and Wellness Health issues are known to affect a 

student’s risk of dropout and should be 

addressed to reduce the impact on school 

experience. These issues may include 

obesity, mental and physical health as 

well as the following: 

 

This category also includes: 

Mental Health Services. 

Substance abuse treatment such 

as 12-step programs such as 

Alcoholics Anonymous or 
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making processes or authority structures; 

redefining norms for behavior and 

signaling appropriate behavior through 

the use of rules; reorganizing classes or 

grades to create smaller units, continuing 

interaction, or different mixes of 

students, or to provide greater flexibility 

in instruction; and the use of rewards 

and punishments and the reduction of 

down time. 

Service-Learning  

 

Community service with integration of 

service experience into classroom 

curricula. 

 Service-Learning 

Work-based Learning Consists of a variety of learning 

experiences designed to narrow the gap 

between theory and practice. 

Experiences include apprenticeships, 

career fairs, field studies, mentoring, 

guest speakers, job shadowing and 

student internships. WBL can be a 

component of Career-Technical 

Education programming or offered to all 

students usually at the secondary level. 

 Active Learning 

*Not currently listed as an effective strategy by the NDPC but identified as program 

characteristic in one or more programs included in the study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


