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Good afternoon, ladies and gentleman.  I’m Joan Benso, President and CEO of Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children, a statewide advocacy organization dedicated to the health, education and well-being of the Commonwealth’s children and youth.  To help Pennsylvania youth be ready for school, ready for work, ready for life, Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children has launched the Pennsylvania Ready By 21™ Coalition. The Pennsylvania Ready By 21™ Coalition is committed to youth-centered public policies and programs designed to ensure that all Pennsylvanians aged 12-21 have equitable access to high quality education and support services that meet their needs and build on their aspirations that prepares them to earn a family sustaining wage, be active citizens, lifelong learners, and enjoy healthy physical, social and emotional health.


The first goal of the Ready by 21™ Coalition is to assure that every young person graduates from high school with the skills needed to be ready for more education and/or the workforce.  Central to achieving that goal must be a look at Pennsylvania high schools and a commitment to making refinements where necessary and an understanding that students learn differently and begin or re-enter their high school experiences at different places.


Last June as students where graduating from high school all across the state, PPC issued a report on the “graduation gap” – the number of ninth graders who do not graduate from high school in the same district four years later.  What we found was that of the 153,523 ninth graders who entered high school in 2000-01, 33,349 – or 21.7 percent or one in five young people – did not graduate in 2003-04.  This translates into a graduation rate of 78.3 percent.  We found this not only to be in the case in our urban centers where approximately 2 in 5 students fail to graduate on time but also a serious problem in our rural school districts where 1 in 6 students fail to graduate in 4 years and in our suburban districts where 1 in 8 fail to graduate on time.  In recent years, several entities have used similar methods to calculate graduation rates most notably the National Governor’s Association’s Achieve project which last year estimated that only 71% of PA 9th graders graduate four years later. The Education Trust in a report produced in partnership with the Urban Institute suggests our graduation rate is 76%.  

In our nearly 15 year history, we had never released a report that generated so much coverage or caused so much controversy.  Some squawked that our data was inaccurate.  Pundits suggested that we didn’t: account well enough for students who transfer from one school district to another; acknowledge the large number of students who repeat 9th grade; and include approximately 1500 students who graduate from comprehensive area vocational technical schools (AVTS).  These where all points worthy of our consideration and things we considered as we re-examined the data. Pennsylvania does not have a notable out-migration of youth leading us to conclude that the district level data may not account for transfers well enough but transfers don’t have a significant impact at the state level.  If we add in the AVTS graduates, the graduation gap drops to 21.3%, improving the graduation rate to 78.7%.  If we try to account for the disproportionate size of 9th grade enrollment by averaging 8th, 9th and 10th grade enrollment to create the base – the rate drops to about 17%. But all this misses the point…an alarmingly high rate of Pennsylvania youth are failing to graduate from high school and many that do graduate are unlikely to be ready for post secondary education and work.

According to the PA Department of Education the graduation rate is 88%. They are using yet another equally sound methodology to calculate this number. Then, of course there is the “dropout” number, which is 1.9 % for the last school year available and the least reliable of all the data because it fails to capture the vast majority of students who leave our schools. 


It is worth noting that at the national high school summit held last year, the nation’s Governors, including Governor Rendell, pledged to improve their methods of calculating high school completion rates.  I am sure that PDE staff will comment on the State’s plans and highlight the unique student identifier that Pennsylvania will soon put into place so we can accurately track the progress of every student to graduation.  PPC urges the Commonwealth to track the education progress of those students into our publicly financed higher education institutions so we better understand how well they are prepared and how well they fare in post-secondary education.

The critical issue, however, is not how we calculate graduation rates and the graduation gap.  Does it really matter if 18 or 20 or 24 percent of our kids do not successfully complete high school in four years?  What if the rate were only 10 percent?  Would that be good enough? In an age in which high school graduation and at least some postsecondary education is essential to earn a family sustaining wage, can we really afford to lose this many of our children?  Does it matter if they formally drop out or simply disappear from the radar screen of school officials?  Better data collection is essential, but the bigger issue is making middle schools and high schools the kind of institutions in which all of our young people can achieve academic success and gain the knowledge and skills they will need for a lifetime of learning and living.

We must take steps to not only improve our data collection systems but improve our understanding of why young people leave high school and base our reform efforts on keeping them in school and better preparing them for what comes next. Studies over the years have indicated that young people leave high school without a degree for many reasons including: poor academic performance, parenthood, stressors in their own homes that require them to work or care for younger siblings and many other reasons.  Other significant challenges facing our youth that can have negative impact on their success in high school include: living poverty, aging out of foster care, court-involved, parenting, English language learners and disabilities.  But, a new report is shedding some light on some other reasons why teens drop out.

“The Silent Epidemic:  Perspectives of High School Dropouts,” released earlier this month, showed that high school dropouts were more likely to leave school because they were uninterested in their classes, unchallenged, or lacked structure, not only because they were struggling academically.  The report, funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, featured interviews with high school dropouts from Philadelphia and Baltimore, as well as 25 other cities, small towns, suburbs and rural areas across the country. Only 35 percent of the former students interviewed cited academic failure as a major factor in dropping out.  Some people have questioned the validity of this finding and asserted that the young people had nothing to lose by stretching the truth when reflecting on their past academic performance.  While this may be the case, we think it is worthwhile to review the other findings. Large proportions of interviewees said they wanted more interesting classes and “real world” learning opportunities.  Two-thirds said they would have worked harder if they had been challenged to do so. Four out of five former students interviewed said there should be more opportunities for real-world learning to enhance the connection between school and work. 

Interestingly, many former students also said they needed more structure, less freedom and more discipline in school.  We must build a school climate that fosters academics, gives students meaningful opportunities to explore career interests and creates strong relationships between each student and at least one involved and engaged adult. 

While not the case in Philadelphia, another startling fact that comes from the Gates report is this:  fewer than half of those interviewed said they or their parents got a phone call from school when they were absent or stopped showing up to school altogether.  We cannot emphasize enough the important role parents and guardians play in their child’s education and future and furthermore, the critical link between teacher/school and parent. The Gates report tells us that circumstances in students’ lives and an inadequate response to those circumstances from the schools led to dropping out. When we look at the Pennsylvania Adolescent and Youth Survey conducted by the PA Commission on Crime and Delinquency we find that 45% of our students respond by telling us that they are not praised by teachers for good work, their teachers do not tell their parents about good work, and they do not feel safe in school.   
Though these reports may shed needed light on why teens say they drop out, perhaps more important is learning from these former students and making the necessary changes to prevent them from dropping out in the first place and use that knowledge to develop strategies that not only re-engage them offer hope to keep the students who are only marginally attending from dropping out. We must provide support for struggling students before high school and early in their high school careers.  More than 35 percent of Pennsylvania students scored below proficient in reading and math in last year’s 8th grade PSSAs.  Logic tells us these kids will struggle with reading and math as they enter and continue through high school. In fact, in the Gates report, 45 percent of dropouts surveyed said they started high school poorly prepared by their earlier schooling.  The research that comes from John Hopkins which I am sure will be highlighted by the next panel speaks to even earlier indicators that serve as predictors for graduation such as 6th grade attendance, behavior and performance in reading and math.
Fundamental to understanding why youth drop out is recognizing that withdrawing from school is not a sudden and spontaneous act; it is a slow process of disengagement and a festering perception that a youth’s presence in school doesn’t make a difference in their own life or to the adults in his or her life. 
A few months ago I had the pleasure of testifying before this committee and highlighting some of PPC’s thinking as it relates to high school reform.  Let me take a moment to restate the key points of that testimony.  In order to assure that all Pennsylvania youth have an equal opportunity for a high school experience that prepares them for post-secondary education, work and life we recommend the following:

1. Require a more rigorous curriculum for all Pennsylvania high school students so that they are offered the course work essential to prepare them to score proficient on the 11th grade PSSAs.  Studies on turnaround high schools repeatedly show that increasing rigor doesn’t cause us to lose students rather it more fully engages them and improves their odds of success.

2. Provide support for struggling students early in their high school career and before.  

3. Encourage and support innovation that fosters smaller learning environments and allows students to explore their interests.  

4. Support teachers so that they can be the best educators possible; reward excellence in teaching; and align teaching assignments with the needs of students.

5. Fully align state standards and local assessment along with interim benchmarks to assure that students are making ample headway towards achievement.  

6. Build on the capacity of our career and technical education system.  Make these first chance rather than last chance schools.

7. Assure multiple pathways for high school completion for students still in school and those who have left.  Again, the next panel will provide you with some rich local models for consideration and I will offer a few additional comments on this key issue in a moment.
8. Build a system of career guidance that supports youth throughout their education and helps them explore the careers of the 21st century.  Coupled with this must be efforts to assure that parents and teachers understand the careers that are available for youth and the education that is required to attain these excellent paying jobs.
9. Bridge the divide between high school and postsecondary education.  Facilitate the use of the 11th grade PSSA as the entrance exam for Pennsylvania funded colleges and universities and consider scholarship options based on performance.  

10. Acknowledge that all of this cannot happen without a keen understanding that student learning is greatly influenced not only by schools but by the complex issues of families and communities.  Take the steps that are required to facilitate the intersection required between all our service systems with the education goals of our youth.
11. Lastly, some of these strategies will require new financial resources which must be appropriated to assure success.

Central to our efforts must be the development of alternative models to keep kids in school and assure that they get the skills they need to be successful in the 21st economy.  Aligned with those strategies must be serious efforts to re-engage our young people who have left school without a diploma and the development of multiple pathways to assure their successful completion. Alternative pathways to high school completion fall into two categories – pathways to help struggling and at-risk students stay in school (retention), and pathways to provide opportunities for drop-outs to resume their education and training (second-chance).
It’s important to identify students at risk of dropping out as early as possible using academic and behavioral indicators – and provide academic and developmental supports.

Best practice alternative pathway programs have some common features:

They provide supports for students to manage life demands that may hinder learning; they are required to meet the same standards as traditional high schools, but offer alternative assessments; they provide smaller learning environments for students; they 
mediate between remediation and acceleration for students who have gaps in their skills; they provide meaningful guidance to connect youth to opportunities to pursue vocational interests as well as academic and career goals, including technical certification and apprenticeships; and they have a “swinging door” policy allowing students to leave and return as needed.
Policymakers must be aware of some potential unintended risks when developing policy around alternative pathways: Making schools more rigorous (if they are not coupled with extended instruction opportunities for youth are struggling) coupled with efforts to make alternative pathway programs more plentiful can lead to regular high schools “pushing out” students to alternative programs; and allowing alternative pathways to become a second-class system that channels students in and out of weak programs.  This is clearly a mistake.  
The work of groups like the Education Trust demonstrate that our highest performing schools whether traditional or non-traditional models require a rigorous academic foundation to assure that all our youth have the foundation they need to be ready for post-secondary education and work. Business leaders tell us that students heading into specialized job training programs that will yield good wages need the same rigor in high school as those students who will attend community college or even our four year institutions.  While we strive to improve rigor and take the steps to assure that our young people leave high school well prepared we must remember that many of today’s youth are seeking alternatives to the one-size-fits-all high school model.  We must take responsibility for the educational outcomes of ALL students.
Pennsylvania is home to nearly 1.7 young people ages 12-21. We’ve heard this before and perhaps it’s a bit cliché, but these children really are our future:  they’re the youth of today who will be the workforce of tomorrow, provided they have the skills and supports necessary for smooth transitions from high school to post secondary education and to the workplace and beyond. 
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