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Ashley is 18-years old. Buased on her success today, you would never know that she was once a
high school dropout. '

Just a couple of vears ago, Ashley became disconnected from school and stopped attending. She
spent a year on the streets of Hartford with fellow dropouts, watching the gap widen between her
friends who had stayed in school and those who had dropped out. -

Ashley didn't like the feeling that her friends in school were passing her by, but she couldn 't see
a way to make the traditional high school setting work. This was when she turned to OPP for
help. After QPP helped her to carefilly consider her future, Ashley decided 1o re-enroll in
school — this time at Opportunity High School (OHS), which gives youth who have dropped out
of other high schools a second chance to earn a diploma.

At OHS, she has the daily support of committed teachers and support staff. like her Youth
Development Specialist, to help her get through the rigorous academic curriculum of the
Hartford Public School system and prepare for college and career. Now, Ashley is in her final
year at OHS, and has a plan for her future. She is exciied about her studies and plans to go fo
college to study in the field of nursing. To Ashley, OHS isn't just another high school, it's the
place where people believe in her and allow her 1o believe in herself.

This success story is just one of many that have come out of Our Piece of the (OPP) and

- Opportunity High School (OHS). As a youth development agency, OPP serves over a thousand
struggling urban youth just fike Ashley every year, helping them to get through high school and
on to post-secondary programs and fulfilling careers. Our partnership high school with Hartford
Public Schools (HPS), OHS, has allowed us to bring this focus into the school system,
specifically serving over-age, under-credit students and previous high school dropouts. The
puarpose of OHS is to provide an alternative learning environment for these youth, so that they
may have a second chance to achieve success. We do this by combining the rigorous HPS
curricatum with the best elements of the youth development, academic support, and workforce
readiness fields — a program that we call Pathways fo Success. This approach has paid off, as
seen by the impressive results achieved by OHS students. Just one example of this is the fact
that last year, 95% of OHS students earned more credits than they had in their previous year of
high school (before coming to OHS). '

OHS serves a crucial function in Hartford but, with an estimated 30-40,000 OU youth across
Connecticut, there must be a greater statewide focus on these high need students, Not only is our
education system failing these individual youth, but it is failing the state and its economy as a ‘
whole. A recent commissioned study by Dr. Andrew Sum of Northeastern University estimates
that, on average, every high school dropout in Connecticut costs the state more than $500,000
over his/her working lifetime, With these enormous costs, we cannot afford to undersarve our




students any longer. S.B. 24 takes important steps toward ‘ensuring that we will provide the
right supports and programs for high need students to achieve success across the state,

For too long, the traditional school model has assumed that academic performance should remain
separate from other issues facing our high need and at-risk youth. However, as research across
the country has shown, schools must offer whole person supports, particularly for our highest
need students. S.B. 24 provides an opening for this new facet of school models by requiring
that conditiona! funding grantees coordinate with providers to ensure that students receive
adequate support and wraparound services, This mandate aligns closely with the OHS
partnership model; which has demonstrated success over its nearly three years of operation.

Even better, the bill makes an important recognition of youth service providers’ abilities to
enhance student achievement, through its proposal to allow non-profits (among other
organizations) to run schools within the Commissioner’s Network, These components of 8.8, 24
open the door for proven programs like OPP to help school districts make a difference for their
students. ' '

While these proposals aimed at high need schools and districts are an excellent start, the state
must maintain an even sharper focus on the highest need subsets of students in these areas,
Historically, there have been few avenues through which to serve these students in Connecticut,
which has not been home to an overwhelming number of high quality alternative education
programs. Charters and other public choice schools can often be a great innovation space for
truly alternative academic models, yet Connecticut has routinely put up roadblocks to scaling up
these successful learning environments statewide, particularly restricting them ithrough limited
funding. This is a detriment to achievement for all students, but particularly for our state’s
highest need students, who most need high quality alternative models and options. (Please see
our attached issue brief detailing the importance of offering appropriate alternative education
environments to out state’s struggling students, inclading OU youth.)

However, S.B. 24 takes enormous strides toward fixing many of these issues, ensuring that high
quality service providers can open and operate these types of schools to improve student
achievement across the state, Proposals creating capacity to open new community,
CommPACT, and local/state charter schools will give service providers room to open new
programs. In addition, increases in funding to all types of public choice schools will help
“them to fund truly alternative models, aimed at improving student achievement. In
particular, the bill’s proposal to engage local districts in state charter operations will mean
_ not only financial support for these schools, but a true partnership in which the districts
have a stake in ¢he school and its students.

_Perhaps most importantly, 8.B. 24 also provides specific support for the state’s highest need
students. It explicitly directs preference to charter applicants who have plans o serve high need
sindent populations. But even mare than this, it offers charter operators lottery waivers, so that
they may: specifically select students from high need groups, including students with a history of
low academic performance (such as OU youth}. This proposal would allow service providers
like OPP to focus exclusively on some of the state’s highest need students, who could benefit the
most from a high quality alternative school model. We have shown through Opportunity High
Schoo! that these alternative approaches can work, even with students who face deep challenges
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— and we and other organizations like ours are ready to partner with the state and district to open
new options to meet the needs of all students.

These proposals create a foundation on which to begin to equitably educate all of Connecticut’s
students. The Governor’s bold strides toward education reform are clear in these ambitious
proposals, but if we truly want to serve all of Connecticut’s students at the highest possible level,
there arc ways to further strengthen 8.B. 24. In particular, OPP recommends that S.B. 24 go
further than the minor tweaks to ECS formula measures, While increased funding to
public choice schools will help, their exclusion from the formula will still leave these schools
with uncertainty every year, as they fight for line item appropriations in the state budget.
Connecticut must fix the ECS formula in order to equitably and effectively fund student needs
across the state, In addition, this formula must include fumding weights for OU youth, like those
given for ELL and special needs students. OU students require additional supports, including
opportunities for credit recovery and acceleration (e.g, extended school day/year), and are
therefore more costly to educate. OPP has successfully achieved this recuperative weight in
Hartford for our OHS students, and it has proven to be a key funding strategy to educate our
target pepulation, .

Connecticut cannot afford to continue stalling on important education reforms, particularly those
* aimed at our state's highest need students. With every high school dropout costing the state
over $500,000 over his/her working lifetime, we must do everything possible to ensure
student achievement in our schools, This means giving all of our students appropriate learning
environmenis — not just removing those who are not succeeding and sending them to Adult
Education or low quality aliernative programs, an issue detailed in our attached report. Every
Connecticut youth deserves an education that adequately prepares them for the lite ahead. We at
OPP can see that S.B. 24 provides a critical foundation for this to happen, and strongly
urge the Appropriations Committee to support its reform measures in their entirety.
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Executive Sumyary

The following report highlights the issues facing high school dropouts in Connecticut and
nationwide, as well as the policy measures that will result in improved student success,

The Problem

» Over 7,000 U.S. high school students drop out each day, costing the U.S. economy
approximately $7.6 billion in potential annual earnings. In Connecticut,
approximately 9,000 students dropped out of school in 2011. Each student costs the
state an estimated $517,893 (compared to a high school graduate) over his/her
lifetime, in lost fiscal contributions and increased costs associated with more severe
health issues and higher incarceration rates, among others. ' ' '

» Dropouts share a number of common risk factors. They are often low-income,
urban youth minorities that experience academic challenges, problematic behaviors,
and difficult life events. Many potential dropouts do not have the appropriate
number of credits for their age and intended grade. )

* Dropouts often turn to Adult Education to earn a secondary education credential
such as a GED. In Adult Education, young dropouts do not receive the specialized
services they require, and they prevent Adult Education programs from serving
their target population. :

* Students undere.stiniate both the difficulty of passing the GED test and the value of
the credential to potential employers. Many students fail to complete the GED
credential and those who do earn significantly less than high school graduates.

The Solution

* The Connecticut General Statutes allow a student to withdraw from school if he or
~ sheis 17 years of age or older:. This is an outdated policy that results in many
students dropping out aid turning to Adult Education. To discourage dropouts, the
compulsory school attendance age should be raised to 18. -

o Alternative education options that provide recuperative education strategies,
individualized attention, support services, and college and career preparation
should be properly funded and encouraged to expand. Adult education programs
should not be considered appropriate alternative education options. '

s By providing appropriate alternative education options, the state will help position
Connecticut's at-risk and struggling youth for future success and contribution to the
labor market and community. '




The Problem

High school students across the United States are dropping out of school at an alarming
rate., Each day, over 7,000 students drop out. In 2010 alone, approximately 1.3 million
students nationwide failed to graduate with their class.! Of Americans between the ages of
16 and 24, an estimated 3.5 to 6 million are dropouts.? The financial implications of these
dropout rates are severe. High school graduates earn approximately 43% more than those
who drop out, and individuals with a college degree earn 150% more than dropouts. In
~ addition, unemployment rates among dropouts are 65% higher than among high school
graduates,?

In addition to facing a bleak financial future, dropouts fail to address the rising need for
educated workers in the United States. Over the next decade, the portion of jobs requiring
some postsecondary education is expected to rise from around 56% to 63%. Te reach this
level of educational attainment, the US will have to produce 22 million college graduates by
“2018. We are currently projected to fall short of this goal by at least 3 million graduates*
‘In a nation where two-thirds of jobs categorized as high-wage or high-growth require a
college degree, we are desperate to increase high school, and subsequently college,
graduation rates. - :

High school dropouts also have a severe impact on the economy and public expenditure.
According to the Alliance for Excellent Education, reducing the 2010 national high school
dropout rate by half would generate an additional $7.6 billion in annual earnings by new
graduates. These earnings would lead to increased spending and investment that would
subsequently support approximately 54,000 new jobs.6

These issues are felt around the country, particularly in Connecticut, the state that is home
" to the worst achievement gap in the nation between poor students and their wealthier
peers.” In Connecticut, approximately 22% of students leave high school each year without
a diploma. In 2011 alone, about 9,000 students dropped out of Connecticut schools.® 1f
these students were to remain in school and graduate, they would have a dramatic impact
on their future success. The lifetime difference in net fiscal contributions between a
Connecticut high school graduate and a high school dropout is $517,893. Thisis an
alarming gap that'is $212,581 higher in Connecticut than on average in the other 50 states’

Ifjust half of the estimated 10,000 Connecticut 2010 dropouts graduated, they would
generate an additional $64 million each year. These earnings would lead to increased
spending of $45 million, resulting in an estimated 300 new jobs.!® In addition to losing
significant economic benefits for the state, each class of dropouts costs Connecticut
approximately $155.4 million in additional lifetime healthcare costs.!! Dropouts also cost
the state an average of $1,721 per year in institutionalization costs. This is 3 times higher
than the costs related to high school graduates, and 47 times higher than coqts related to
college graduates 1z




Why Students Drop Out

A disproportionate number of low-income, urban youth minorities do not complete high
school in the United States, While the national graduation rate hovers between 68% and
71%, African American and Hispanic students graduate at a rate of approximately 50%.
The severity of the dropout problem within these minority groups is evident when
" contrasted with graduation rates for white and Asian students. Between 75% and 77% of
these populations successfully graduate from high school. In addition, male students tend
to have more difficulty completing school, with female students graduating at slightly
higher rates.!3

More than half of the dropouts in the United States come from approximately 2,000 high -
schools that have been identified as “dropout factories.” These high schools fail to graduate.
over 60% of students that enroll as freshmen. While just 30% of white student dropouts
are attributed to a “dropout factory”, 69% of all African American dropouts and 63% of all
Hispanic dropouts in the United States attended one of these schools.1* These ineffective
schools can be found in about 50 large cities across 15 states, primarily located in the south
~ and southwest.?® :

Research has shown that students’ reasons for dropping out can be categorized into four
main (often interconnected) areas: academic failure; disinterest in school resulting in poor
attendance; problematic behavior; and life events such as pregnancy or family issues.1
While some students drop out because of significant academic difficulties, a large portion of
students drop out due to complex life circumstances and inadequate assistance from school
systems. [n a recentsurvey, 32% of students said they dropped out because they needed to
make money, 26% dropped out because they became a parent, and 22% dropped out to
care for a family member.1? '

Overall, this data shows that at-risk students, in terms of socioeconomic background and
other common risk factors, are highly likely to drop out of high scheol. Over-age, under-
credit (OU) youth possess.another commeon risk factor associated with high school
dropouts. These students do not have the appropriate number of credits for their age and
intended grade. In Connecticut, the number of OU youth is estimated to be between 30,000
and 40,000 students.1® These students often become disengaged from traditional high
school models and drop out. ‘

Adult Education

After dropping out, a large number of students turn to adult education programs as a
means to complete their secondary education. Connecticut law requires local school
districts to provide adult education services free of charge to any adult, 17 or older, not
enrolled in public school. Adult education services offered in Connecticut include,
‘Elementary School Completion, Secondary School Completion, General Education
Development (GED), Adult High School Credit Diploma, Citizenship, and Englishas a
Second Language. In the 2010 academic school year, the State of Connecticut'spent
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$44,322,719 in state, local, and federal funds to provide adult education services to 30,889
individuals across 350 program sites.1? | ‘ :

Connecticut’s adult education programs served 5,056 students in 2010 between the ages of
16 and 18. This age group accounted for 16% of all enrolled students. Another 4,492
students, over 14% of those served, were between the ages of 19 and 21, Together,
students between the ages of 16 and 21 made up over 30% of all students served. These
demographic characteristics have remained relatively constant since 2006.20 This group of
16-21 year old students has a legal right to a public high school education in the state of
Connecticut. All of these students {particularly the 16-18 year olds) should have the
opportunity to complete their high school educationin a traditional or alternative learning
environment, rather than being forced into Adult Education. These programs provide high
school equivalency degrees which have been shown to be less valuable than a high school
diploma, and are not equipped to handle the at-risk students who often come to them with
more academic challenges.

Unfortunately, this influx of recent high school dropouts is problematic for adult education
programs. These prograrus are not well-equipped to deal with the academic and
behavioral challenges that often accompany recent high school dropouts.?! Youth that have
difficulty succeeding in more traditional high schools, where resources such as special
education, guidance counselors, and social workers are available, experience additional
problems in'adult education where they are expected to be motivated, mature, and succeed
without access to other resources.?? Adult education programs are designed for older,
more mature students, who do not have the behavioral and academic issues that many
young dropouts face. Bringing these problems to Adult Education puts additional strain on
an already taxed system and impacts program directors as well as older, adult students.
Further, adult education programs do not receive the weighted funding required to handle
the disproportionate number of special needs students within the high school drepout
popuiation.23 In fact, traditional high schools and alternative education programs currently
produce better outcomes for these students and are better equipped te deal with their
many challenges.’

The GED

~ Many recent high school dropouts enroll in adult education programs to pursue a GED. In

fact, 63% of dropouts earn: their diploma or GED within 8 years of leaving high school 25
Adult Education is the largest program to promote and subsidize the GED. In 1975, adult
education programs were responsible for 26% of GEDs awarded. By 1980, this number
had increased to 40% and has continued to rise, reaching 50% by 1990. There has been
substantial growth overall in the number of GED certificates issued. As of 2007, of all high
school credentials issued, 12% were GEDs. This rise in GED certification, from
approximately 2% of high school credentials issued in 1955 to 12% in 2007 is due, in part,
to students overestimating the usefulness of the GED credential 26
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Research has shown that students who earn their GED do not increase their wage earning
potential and are less successful in obtaining a job than their high school graduate
counterparts.2’ In fact, there is a significant gap between the earnings of an individual who
receives a high school diploma, and one who receives a GED. Individuals with high school
diplomas achieve higher rates of employment and better labor market outcomes than GED
recipients. Even students that take more than four years to complete high school are more
likely to graduate from college and maintain full-time employment than GED recipients.?
When considering wage income, hourly wage, and hours worked, there is a clear benefit to
a high school diploma over a GED.*9 '

. In addition to overestimating the value of the GED, many students view the credential as a
“way to exert less academic effort. 40% of high school dropouts surveyed by the National
Center for Educational Statistics said they considered the ease of getting a GED during their
decision to drop out of school. While research has shown that passing the GED does
require significantly less effort than completing high schoo), the difficulty of the GED test
and a student’s chances of passing are often underestimated by dropouts.®

‘When the GED was first introduced to civilians in the 1940s, an estimated 80% of students
were able to pass the test on their first try. Since then, test difficulty has increased
©dramatically, resulting in a success rate of 60% for students taking the exam for the first

~ time® As aresult, alarge number of students who enroll in Adult Education do not
complete the credential. The phenomenon of “double dropout” describes the tendency of
16- to 20-years-olds to drop out of both high school and Adult Education.®® For example, of
the 526 New Haven students age 16 to 18 that enrolled in Adult Education in 2009, just 118
completed their education.33 Whether due to school failure, family or personal problems,
peer pressure, or other issues, dropping out of high school to enroll in Adult Education is
not the best option for Connecticut youth .3+
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The Solution

Raising the Compulsory School Attendance Age

In a 2009 Special Session, the Connecticut legislature passed Senate Bill 2053, which raised
the age at which a parent may consent to a child’s withdrawal from school from 16 to 17, as
of July 1, 201125 While this was a step in the right direction, Connecticut, like many other
states, still has an outdated compulsory school attendance policy that allow students to
leave high school prior to the age of majority. The bulk of these compulsory attendance
laws were implemented in the late 1800s and early 1900s when the nation was largely
agrarian and a high school diploma was not a necessity. Today, even a high scheol diploma
is not enough to succeed in a globally competitive environment. Allowing students to drop
out of school at a young age leaves them stranded, unable to obtain their diploma, gain
access to college, and achieve career success.®

'Increasing the school withdrawal age in Connecticut to 18 will help a greater number of

~ students remain in school and experience the benefits that come with a high school
diploma, House Bill 6585, introduced to the state legislature last session, mandates that a
student must remain in school until he or she completes high schoo! or turns 18. Sheuld
this bill pass in the upcoming session, it will decrease the number of 16- to 18-year-olds
that enroll in Adult Education programs, and could potentially increase the number of
students graduating with a high school diploma (rather than a GED), generating significant

_economic and social returns for the state *7 :

A number of states have implemented laws increasing the compulsory school attendance
age to 18 including Indiana, New Hampshire, South Dakota, Nevada, New Mexico and
several others.® While research surrounding the impact of increasing the student dropout
age remains inconclusive, compulsory attendance laws have been shown in some studiés to
encourage approximately one-quarter of potential high school dropouts to stay in school3?

Because of the inconclusive nature of this research however, it is important to recognize
that increasing the compulsory school attendance age is part of a broader solution. Many
states have recognized this and paired compulsory attendance legislation with other
education reform efforts. Connecticut should follow this lead and create an array of
innovative education options for students that find it difficult 1o succeed in a traditional
high school setting. These alternative education options will help students like OU youth to
get back on track. By fostering a climate in Connecticut where alternative education options
are available, all students will have access to the quality education they deserve.

Alternative High School Education

- Alternative education programs provide unigue options for students who have trouble
succeeding within a traditional school setting. The content of these programs varies
significantly, but most help students get back on track with recuperative education




strategies, individualized attention, intensive support services, and coltege and career
preparation. The importance of these types of alternative education options cannot be
understated. To address the various aspects of the dropout dilemma, it is important to
review Connecticut’s alternative education policy and allow for the development of
creative educational options.*?

Alternative education programs are especially critical in light of recently passed legislation
allowing expelled students, 16 and over, to utilize adult education as an alternative
education option. In July 2011, House Bill 6433 was signed into law, allowing students
expelled from traditional school settings to participate In adult education programs
without being required to withdraw from school* As discussed previously, adult

. education is not the proper learning environment for these young students. By allowing
students who experience behavioral and academic difficulties to enroll in adult education
programs, rather than providing them with the alternative education options they require,
Connecticut is short changing students that are at the highest risk of dropping out.

Alternative education programs face a number of other challenges. One barrier to getting
OU students back on track is the amount of time students are required to spend in the
classroom. Traditionally, grade-to-grade promotion is based on classroom time, rather
than on content mastery. These "seat-time” requirements do not allow youth to acquire
credits without re-taking entire courses. The long credit recovery process often
discourages youth who must repeat an entire failed class, despite having mastered a
portion of course content. To overcome this barrier, alternative education programs
should include flexible credit recovery options based on demonstrated content mastery,
not time spent in the classroom.*?

Funding is another barrier to successful alternative education programs. Helping students
who have dropped out of school to get back on track is an expensive and time consuming
undertaking. Unfortunately, programs are limited by state educational funding barriers
where there is little flexibility when it comes to allowing funds to follow students where
they are being served*3 Having access to these funds is critical to alternative programs so
they can address the many needs of dropouts by providing the specialized attention
students need to get back on track. :

Minnesota: A Case Study

Alternative education is becoming an increasingly importantissue across the country.

‘Since the year 2000, new legislation related to alternative education programs has been

- passed in 40 states.* Jobs for the Future (JFF) identified seven policy areas essential for
the successful implementation and improvement of alternative education for dropouts and
struggling students. These areas include: broad eligihility, clarified state and district roles,
strengthened results accountability, innovation support, high-quality staff, student support
services, and funding reform. While no state has adopted all seven recommended
measures, Minnesota is one of two states that have met five of the seven recommended
criteria® '
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Alternative education in Minnesota is aimed at a broad range of high-risk students

including those that earn low test scores, are under-credit, expelled, using drugs, pregnant

or parenting. Classes are small and utilize-active, hands-on learning approaches. While

enrolled in alternative education programs, students have access to resources that can

assist with any social, emotional, or special needs they may experience.*® In fact, in the

2009-2010 school year, 14% of students enrolled in Minnesota’s alternative education
_programs received special education services.4”

Minnesota encourages and fosters innovation among alternative education programs
through a network of over 150 alternative learning centers, alternative learning programs,
and contract alternative schools, These programs have the autonomy to determine
‘program structure as well as the method of education delivery. Collaboration within this
large network of programs is encouraged, and funding is available up to 1.2 times the
typical student funding amount.*® This stands in stark contrast to the situationin
Connécticut, where charter schools, the state’s primary source of alternative education
environments, are funded at approximately 75% of the average per pupll state funding
amount.*?

Minnesota’s alternative education programs have grown from serving 4,050 students in the
1988 -1989 school year to 158,289 students in the 2008-2009 schoo! year.s? A program
evaluation conducted by the Minnesota Office of the Legislative Auditor found that,
between 2008 and 2009, alternative education students receiving targeted kindergarten
through eighth grade services increased test scores more than traditional students, While
secondary students enrolled in alternative education had lower attendance and graduation
rates than traditional students, 40% of these at-risk students improved attendance and
62% graduated when given additional time. Finally, alternative education high school
students reported high levels of satisfaction. Approximately 75% of students said
alternative education had met or exceeded their expectations. [n addition, 70% of students
felt their teachers cared about them, that they were heing prepared for the future, and that
they had accomplished what they wanted at their school 5! Minnesota's alternative

. education system provides an example of how to best serve at-risk youth so they can”
~achieve academic success. '

Connecticut should follow Minnesota’s lead. Expanding and supporting alternative
education programs will help dropouts acquire a high school diploma instead of relying on
the GED. These measures will also alleviate pressure on the adult education system and
allow it to serve the population it was designed to assist. Expanding alternative education
opportunities will also have a positive effect on youth over the age of 18 who cannot be
kept in high school by increasing the dropout age. Some of these students are at the
highest risk of dropping out as they are frustrated with traditicnal high schools, are older
than most students, and have been forced to repeat entire grades. By extending alternative
options with competency-hased approaches, these students can utilize the knowledge they
have already acquired while simultaneously moving forward to complete their degree.
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Conclusion

Adopting higher age requirements for compulsory school attendance and supporting
alternative education options will help position Connecticut’s at-risk and struggling youth
for success. These policies will allow Adult Education programs to focus on their true
target population, while offering school-aged youth appropriate alternative education

- environments and working to decrease high school dropout rates. Connecticut cannot
afford to ignore solutions to the dropout problem. The importance of a high school
diploma and the methods to improve graduation rates are weil documented. Itis crucial,
now more than ever, that the state do away with outdated policies, allowing Connecticut to
move forward and positively impact the lives of thousands of young people.
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