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I. Introduction
Though national dropout rates have generally fallen over the past twenty years, 1 almost 1.2
million students in the United States drop out of school each year, representing nearly one-third
of high school students. 2 At about 61%, Mississippi’s high school graduation rate falls slightly
below the national figure, 3 though school districts in the Mississippi Delta fare particularly
poorly. Five of the ten districts with the highest four-year dropout rates in the state are located in
Delta region counties: Leflore, Tallahatchie, Sunflower, Tunica, and Panola Counties. 4
Mississippi’s demographic statistics in terms of dropouts are consistent with national trends. A
disproportionate number of high school dropouts nationwide are from disadvantaged
demographic groups. For example, only 55% of Latino and 51% of black students graduate from
high school, 5 and the gap between minority students and white students can be as high as 50
percentage points. 6 Other groups generally at risk for dropping out include members of singleparent households, 7 students of low socioeconomic status, 8 and students with limited Englishproficiency. 9
Recent studies of high school dropouts note the significant role of “dropout factories” in
contributing to these figures. Researchers have identified approximately 2000 schools that
reliably produce half of the nation’s high school dropouts, and demographics at these dropout
factories further reinforce the relationship between race and dropout rate. Located primarily in
urban areas and throughout the South and Southwest, dropout factory high schools produce 73%
of African-American and 66% of Latino dropouts, but only 34% of their white counterparts. 10
Forty-nine of these dropout factories are located in Mississippi and represent over one quarter of
the state’s high schools. 11
High school dropouts in Mississippi and elsewhere face serious disadvantages in income and
employment outlook for both the short and long term. For the class of 2009, just five months
after graduation, the Bureau of Labor Statistics found that high school graduates not attending
1
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college had a 70% participation rate in the labor force, which is the proportion of the population
either working or actively looking for work. High school dropouts’ labor force participation rate,
by contrast, was only 48.5%. Similarly, only 35% of 2009 high school graduates were actually
unemployed, compared to over 55% of high school dropouts. 12 Data from the most recent census
indicates that over the course of their lifetimes, high school dropouts make nearly $10,000 less in
income per year compared to high school graduates, a figure that only increases when compared
to two-year college graduates, four-year college graduates, and those with advanced degrees. 13
Because “living wages and benefits have virtually disappeared for students without a high school
diploma,” 14 the resulting costs to society due to underemployment, welfare programs, and other
factors are significant. Each dropout costs an additional $260,000 in public funding over their
lifetimes when compared to high school graduates. 15 This toll adds up – it is estimated that
dropouts account for an additional $8 billion each year in expenditures on food stamps and other
public assistance programs. 16 Healthcare represents a significant proportion of these additional
costs. Dropouts are less likely to be employed in positions with comprehensive health insurance
coverage and, as a result, receive less medical care and experience poorer health outcomes. 17 A
2006 study of the relationship between high school dropouts and state Medicaid expenses found
that each high school dropout in Mississippi costs the state nearly $8,000 in lifetime Medicaid
costs. 18 By contrast, if the state had been able to graduate all of its students in the class of 2006,
it would have saved over $121 million in Medicaid costs over the students’ lifetimes. 19
Moreover, the students would enjoy an additional $4 billion in income, 20 a figure that increases
to $4.2 billion for the Mississippi dropouts in the class of 2009. 21
High dropout rates also significantly affect crime and incarceration. An estimated 60% of federal
inmates are high school dropouts, 22 and data from the Texas Department of Criminal Justice
indicates that high school dropouts are about three times as likely to be incarcerated as are high
school graduates. 23 Statistics become even more sobering when one takes race into account. A
recent California study found that the largest increase in national incarceration rates is for black
male high school dropouts, and an astonishing 90% of these dropouts between the ages of 45 and
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54 are estimated to have served a prison term sometime in the last decade. 24 The good news is
that even modest improvements in the dropout rate could significantly mitigate these figures.
One study estimates that increasing the male high school graduation rate by only 5% would save
the nation $4.9 billion per year in crime-related costs. 25
Finally, the failure to graduate more students from high school represents significant opportunity
costs for state and local governments. Dropouts with lower incomes can contribute less through
taxation. One study indicates that each high school dropout pays $60,000 less in taxes than a
high school graduate over the dropout’s lifetime. 26 However, high dropout rates also affect states
in less quantifiable ways; for example, a chronically undereducated workforce often struggles to
attract new businesses and investors to the region. 27 For all these reasons, it is crucial that
Mississippi address the problem of high school dropouts as an important step toward making
headway in various other economic development issues in the state.
II. High School Graduation Rates in Mississippi
The State of Graduation Rates in Mississippi
According to the National Center for Education Statistics, in 2008, Mississippi’s public high
school graduation rate was below the national average. 28 Mississippi’s graduation rate was 61%
in 2009. 29 A more detailed look at the statistics behind Mississippi’s graduation rate provides a
fuller perspective. In 2008, the graduation rate for Whites (67%) was 14% below the national
average for Whites while the graduation rate for Blacks (60.5%) was 1% below the national
average for Blacks. 30 Therefore, Mississippi is similar to the rest of the country in that there is an
achievement gap regarding graduation rates between its White and Black populations. However,
the disparity is not as great as the national average. Breaking the numbers down by grade level
adds another layer of nuance: Mississippi’s dropout rates for 9th, 10th, and 11th graders exceed the
national averages for dropouts in each of these grades. 31 However, the dropout rate for 12th
graders falls well below the national average for 12th grade dropouts (4% in the state compared
to 6.1% nationally). 32 These numbers should help focus efforts to graduate more Mississippi
students: once they get to twelfth grade, they tend to finish school.
The Consequences of Mississippi’s Graduation Rates
While it is commonly known that low graduation rates vastly reduce earning potential (see supra
note 13), Mississippi’s low rates have other, less obvious consequences. Low graduation rates
have a direct impact on health care costs and crime-related costs within the state. Mississippi has
about “168,000 high school dropouts on Medicaid, costing the state more than $208 million
24
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annually.” 33 Furthermore, the Alliance for Excellent Education has found that “were Mississippi
to increase the graduation rate and college matriculation of its male students by only 5 percent,
the state could see combined savings and revenue of almost $93 million each year in crime
related expenses.” 34 Between lost revenue and added costs for welfare and incarceration, high
school dropouts cost the state over $458 million per year. 35
Addressing the Problem
The Office of Dropout Prevention
In 2006, the Mississippi legislature directly addressed the state’s graduation rate problem by
creating the Office of Dropout Prevention and by mandating that all school districts implement a
dropout prevention program by the 2008 school year. 36 The Office’s top goal is to raise the state
graduation rate to at least 85% by the 2018-2019 school year. 37
The Office established a State Dropout Plan shortly after it was created. The State Dropout
Prevention Plan puts forth the following strategies:
• Facilitating the development of Dropout Prevention Teams and Dropout Prevention Plans
in every school district by giving districts “the framework and required components for
the development of the Local District Dropout Prevention Plan”
• Providing training opportunities to local districts to assist with their Dropout Prevention
Plans
• Creating a public relations dropout prevention awareness campaign,
• Compiling data on graduation rates from the local districts. 38
The Leflore County School District Dropout Prevention Plan provides an example of the
approaches to the problem that school districts are taking under the guidance of the Office of
Dropout Prevention. Leflore County’s dropout prevention initiatives include:
• “Right Track,” a program providing extra guidance to seventh and eighth grade students
struggling academically or socially
• “Jobs for Mississippi Graduates,” a program teaching job skills
• Abstinence Education Program
• Teen Parenting Program
• Redesigning Education for the 21st Century Work Force. 39
33
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Many districts’ local dropout prevention plans specifically include reference to early childhood
education as part of the long-term strategy for keeping kids in school. For example, the
Greenville Public School District lists its Pre-Kindergarten program as a current initiative
contributing to its dropout prevention plan. 40 Similarly, the South Delta School District’s plan
includes Pre-Kindergarten in each of its “15 Dropout Prevention Strategies.” 41
In addition to facilitating these local dropout prevention plans, the Office of Dropout Prevention
has created the On The Bus campaign. The On The Bus Campaign, which began in 2008, has
released television, print, and radio advertisements and launched a website all aimed at raising
public awareness of the graduation rate issue and building public support for the state’s efforts. 42
The University of Arkansas’ Arkansas Safe Schools Initiative considers Mississippi’s
comprehensive dropout prevention program, particularly On the Bus, a model approach to
solving the dropout problem. 43
Alternative Education Programs
Mississippi law requires each school district to operate an alternative school system for students
with major behavioral issues so as to facilitate such students’ continuing education despite their
(at least temporary) inability to participate in mainstream schools. 44 In addition, the state
Department of Education contains within it the Office of Vocational and Technical Education
(OVTE), which licenses and provides resources for various vocational education programs
throughout the state. 45 These programs are offered in over 500 Mississippi schools, and upon
completion students obtain national industry certifications. 46
While the OVTE encourages vocational programs throughout the state, it does not presently
include wholly alternative options for students who drop out of mainstream high school
programs to obtain high school diplomas. However, the Department of Education’s Career
Pathways program more directly links vocational training to the goal of dropout prevention. 47
The Pathways program aims to provide students with alternative school hours, online vocational
training, a personalized learning environment, and a “relevant connection between school and
work” in order to keep them in school even if they are not in traditional programs. 48 School
districts can choose to implement individual “pathways” in several vocational training areas,
including business (information technology, management, and/or marketing), health sciences,
construction, and several other fields. 49 The program is promising, but districts must opt in to
40
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participate. In addition, districts and individuals must share some of the costs of implementing
the program, which may serve as a deterrent to widespread participation.
III. Best Practices in Other States
Many states have taken measures to improve their high school graduation rates, with some states
experiencing success and others remaining relatively stagnant. However, states in both categories
have developed promising and noteworthy policies and programs. The primary objectives of
these measures are to provide more opportunities and incentives for students to stay in school,
encourage those who dropped out to reenroll, identify the students that are most at risk of
dropping out, and incentivize schools to keep students in the classroom and to recover those
students who have already dropped out.
Dropout prevention strategies
1. Have an early impact on students
An important factor in preventing students from dropping out is to reach students before they get
to high school. Research has shown that reducing class sizes from twenty five to fifteen students
from kindergarten through third grade corresponds to an increase in graduation rates of eleven
percentage points. 50 Even more striking, one study found that attending a quality preschool
would improve graduation rates among disadvantaged students from 41 percent to 66 percent. 51
Therefore, a comprehensive approach to increasing high school graduation rates must necessarily
include a focus on early childhood education.
Additionally, to help ensure that at-risk students are given the proper resources and attention
before they drop out, it is crucial to have a mechanism for flagging these students. Louisiana has
an early warning data system that identifies students who are deemed to be at risk of dropping
out. 52 The system flags a student if he is absent for ten percent of his enrolled days, if he receives
disciplinary action on seven percent of his enrolled days, if his grade point average is 1.00 or less
or has dropped by at least 0.50, or if he is over-age for his grade. 53
2. Provide novel incentives to students
Tennessee has recently seen major improvements in its freshman graduation rates. In the period
from 2002-2008, the graduation rate rose nearly twelve points. 54 This amazing progress can be at
least partially attributed to some creative state policies. State law requires students to make
satisfactory academic progress or else have their driver licenses suspended. 55 Satisfactory
progress is defined as passing at least three of four classes or five of seven classes, depending on
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the type of schedule. 56 Additionally, a student’s license is suspended if he or she has ten
consecutive unexcused absences or a cumulative total of fifteen unexcused absences. 57
3. Provide more options and resources for students
Georgia is another of Mississippi’s southern neighbors that has experienced gains in graduation
rates, with an increase of approximately 5 points from 2002-2008. 58 Georgia has instituted a
number of promising prevention programs and policies. In 2006, Georgia provided funding for a
“graduation coach” for each high school in the state. 59 The role of graduation coaches includes
connecting students to mentoring, tutoring, and life skills programming, as well as intervening
with school attendance issues. 60 In the 2007-2008 school year, graduation coaches worked with
almost 35,000 students who had poor attendance, and successfully got over 13,700 of those
students back to regular attendance. 61
Georgia’s Department of Education also operates Georgia Virtual School, which offers high
school courses online to all Georgia public school students. 62 Students may take up to 1.0
Carnegie unit of online courses free of charge as part of their state reported school day, and they
may also take additional courses for tuition. 63 Depending on the attendance policies of the local
school or district, students may have the option of taking the online courses off-campus and on
their own schedule. 64 Additionally, Georgia offers a credit recovery program through the virtual
school, in which students can work to earn credit for courses that they failed. 65 The credit
recovery program offers options for after school, intersession, and summer school programs. 66
4. Increase accountability and incentives for schools
A factor contributing to Tennessee’s increased graduation rates is that the state set a high
benchmark for improvement, aiming for a 90% graduation rate by the 2013-2014 school year. 67
The state held local principals accountable for improving their schools and working toward this
goal. 68 The number of percentage points needed for each school to reach 90% graduation was
evenly apportioned across ten years, and each school had to steadily increase its graduation rates
by the apportioned amount in order to make adequate yearly progress. 69
Another strategy is to provide a state accountability system that incentivizes schools to retain
students rather than letting them drop out. The Louisiana Graduation Index, which was created in
56
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2007, seeks to reward schools for preventing dropouts. 70 Under this accountability system,
seventy percent of the school’s state accountability score is based on test performance and thirty
percent is based on students graduating. 71 Schools receive points for students who remain in
school, even if they do not graduate within four years, but are penalized for each student that
drops out. 72 By treating graduation rates as part of the accountability system as opposed to solely
relying on test scores, the state has given schools an incentive to keep struggling students in the
classroom as opposed to letting them drop out for the sake of increasing the schools’ average test
scores.
5. Help to ensure juvenile delinquents reenter school after release from confinement
Some states have also sought to ease the transition process for juvenile offenders who seek to
return to school. Nationally, most youth who are incarcerated in juvenile detention centers do not
return to school after leaving confinement. 73 The rates of delinquents failing to reenter school
may range from two-thirds in New York City to 95% in the state of Kentucky. 74 In combating
this problem, important considerations include making sure each juvenile receives a timely
school placement, his or her family is involved in the reenrollment process, and the interagency
roles and responsibilities are clearly defined. 75 Virginia has enacted policies aimed at addressing
these considerations. Virginia’s Department of Juvenile Justice must begin the school enrollment
process for a juvenile offender one month preceding his or her release. 76 During this time period,
the local school authority is notified, the youth and his or her family receive documentation of
the enrollment process, and a reenrollment plan is developed regarding the youth’s placement
and academic program. 77 The primary goal is to ensure that the youth is reenrolled in school
within two school days of release. 78
Recover dropouts by making it easier to return to school
An option for encouraging older students to return to school is to increase the maximum
allowable age for public education. Mississippi’s upper age limit on public high school
attendance is twenty one. 79 In contrast, Texas has an age limit of twenty six, while Indiana and
Massachusetts have no upper age limit on public high school enrollment. 80
A promising strategy is to provide incentives for educational entities to recover dropouts. A
noteworthy approach is seen in Texas. Texas Education Agency created a Dropout Recovery
Pilot Program in 2008, whose mission is to identify and recover students who have dropped out
of Texas public schools and to provide them with the resources to earn a high school diploma or

70

Id. at 19
Id.
72
Id. at 20
73
Brock, L., O’Cummings, M., and Milligan, D., Transitional Toolkit 2.0: Meeting the Educational Needs of Youth
Exposed to the Juvenille Justice System (2008), http://www.neglecteddelinquent.org/nd/docs/transition_toolkit200808/full_toolkit.pdf
74
Id.
75
Princiotta & Ryena, supra note 50, at 31
76
Id.
77
Id.
78
Id.
79
Miss. Code Ann. § 37-45-1
80
Princiotta & Ryena, supra note 50, at 18
71

9

to demonstrate college readiness. 81 Entities such as school districts, open-enrollment charter
schools, nonprofit organizations, and Education Service Centers may apply for incentive-based
grant funding of up to $2,000 per student above the base state funding: $1,000 for meeting
certain benchmarks along the way (such as moving on to the next grade), and an additional
$1,000 for graduating or demonstrating college readiness (such as earning a diploma or GED
plus college credit). 82 This grant funding provides monetary incentives for these entities to
recover dropouts, get them back in the classroom, and ensure that they are performing adequately
and making progress.
IV. Conclusion
The full range of approaches taken by various states to combat dropout rates deserves strong
consideration for implementation within Mississippi. Some of the measures involve minimal
costs for the state, while other programs would require a more substantial investment. However,
the cost of ensuring that the state has an educated and skilled citizenry pales in comparison to the
various costs associated with maintaining a significant portion of the population that is unable to
fill important jobs or attract economic development.
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