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Highlights:

Most ninth graders, 
regardless of their risk for 
dropping out, are engaged in 
school and want to graduate.

Students can identify the 
threats to completing high 
school; yet, they remain 
optimistic and eager to have 
more positive experiences 
that facilitate their academic 
achievement.

Students are eager to see the 
relevance of what they are 
learning; they want teachers 
to help them understand how 
their classes will be useful to 
them later.

Teacher-student relationships 
are a powerful force in 
determining students’ overall 
experiences of school; the 
absence of support seems 
fundamental to the rationale 
for dropping out.

It often takes just one caring 
adult who believes in them to 
shift students' motivation to 
complete high school.

Students may not fully 
understand the training 
and education required 
for particular jobs, or the 
long-term consequences of 
dropping out.
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Recent research suggests that almost one-third of California 
students will never graduate from high school—and about 
half of the state’s minority students will fail to do so. These 

dropout rates hold stark implications for the economic and social 
welfare of the students who fail to graduate and of the state (see 
CDRP Policy Brief 1). 

This study investigated why students drop out by asking 133 
predominantly Latino California ninth graders in five high schools 
across the state about the factors they see as motivating them toward 
or alienating them from finishing high school. The study compared 
students at-risk of dropping out—those who had failed at least one 
class or had been absent at least 12 days during the semester (40% of 
the sample)—with their more resilient peers.
► Overall Views of School

Most ninth graders—regardless of risk for dropping out—re-
ported feeling very engaged in school, both socially and academi-
cally: three-quarters of students reported liking school generally, 
and even more (81%) said that education is so important that it is 
worth putting up with the things about school that they don’t like. 
One student explained,

“Unless you go to school, you end up either preg-
nant…or you make bad decisions and you get kicked 
out of school and you…end up struggling through 
life. I want to break the cycle…that’s what moti-
vates me.”

Most students were extremely optimistic about their future edu-
cation: almost two-thirds thought they would finish college (39%) 
or graduate school (26%). Yet students at-risk for dropping out had 
lower expectations for their future education, and waiting to gradu-
ate translated to several years of lost wages. One student clarified,

“I think a lot of kids just drop out because they think 
that they don’t need the [instructional] materials, so 
they just try to go for the things they need in the fu-
ture—money. So they start getting jobs...”   
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► Relevant Coursework and 
Preparation for the Future 

Most of the studies’ ninth 
graders admitted that certain as-
pects of high school challenged 
their motivation to stay in school. 
While some factors were beyond 
the purview of schools—such as 
overwhelming family responsi-
bilities—nearly all could be im-
proved by making coursework 
more relevant and fostering stu-
dents’ relationships with teachers 
and other school adults (counsel-
ors and coaches). 

Students were eager to see the 
relevance of what they were learn-
ing, and wanted materials pre-
sented in a way that was mean-
ingful to them. At one school they 
studied physics by learning how 
their building was engineered and 
by making musical instruments. 

Not all students, however, 
thought that their courses could be 
pertinent to their interests and fu-
tures. This sentiment—a desire to 
have more electives, such as auto 
repair, art, electronics, or wood-
shop—was repeated across sev-
eral schools. One student point-
ed out that having one of these 
classes would motivate a student 
to come to school and pass all of 
his/her (other) classes. Others 
noted that some of these elective 
classes could teach students skills 
or trades which would be useful 
to them later.

The current effort to ensure 
all students’ access to college pre-
paratory coursework left some 
students without interesting or 
future-relevant classes. As one 
student pointed out,

 “…like some science they 
teach us…what astronauts 
do, you know, [imitating 
teachers]: ‘You have to learn 
this; this is what astronauts 
do.’ What are the chances 
we’re gonna become an as-
tronaut…?” 

Yet it was not clear that stu-
dents always understood the 
training and education required 
for particular jobs. Admittedly 
students were only in ninth grade, 
but given the low levels of edu-
cation in many of their families 
and communities, it is not appar-
ent that this practical information 
would be readily available to them 
outside of school. Relationships 
with teachers may be their prima-
ry source of social capital for edu-
cation and career preparation. 
► Social Support

Courses and activities that 
interested students also offered 
them the opportunity to have pos-
itive interactions with teachers, 
and garner social support. It often 
took just one caring adult who be-
lieved in them to shift their moti-
vation to complete high school.

For many students, and par-
ticularly for Latinos, building on 
their cultures and values by de-
veloping caring relationships of 
respect and responsibility is the 
most effective way to teach and 
support their learning. These car-
ing relationships are the vehicle 
by which teachers can provide 
crucial social support to students. 
One student explained,

“When you have somebody 
that’s actually gonna be there 
for you and really support you 

in all your school educational 
needs and stuff then…it boosts 
you up, you feel better about 
yourself and your education.” 

Athletic coaches, too, are often 
able to develop supportive rela-
tionships with students that help 
them in school. One student-ath-
lete recounted, 

“…our football coach…we 
talk a lot. He actually mo-
tivates me to do better in 
school. Like knowing that if 
I don’t get the grades, that I 
won’t play. And he tells me, 
every day that I see him, to 
get the good grades…he’s 
like a friend to me.”  

This finding confirms the re-
sults of a statistical study that 
found participation in sports had 
a larger effect on whether stu-
dents graduated than improved 
test scores did (see CDRP Policy 
Brief 5).

Teacher-student relationships 
were a powerful force in deter-
mining students’ overall experi-
ences of school; an absence of sup-
port seemed fundamental to the 
rationale for dropping out. 

Students reported feeling mis-
understood by teachers and also 
expressed disillusion with their 
teachers’ lack of capacity to pro-
vide the support they needed.
► Families

For many students, their fami-
lies and the associated responsi-
bilities provided equally compel-
ling motivation for staying in and 
for dropping out of school. Many 
families were struggling financial-
ly, and as one student said, 

Read the full report at: lmri.ucsb.edu/dropouts
View the companion videos at: lmri.ucsb.edu/dropouts/videos/
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“Putting a roof over your 
head is more important than 
education.” 

While schools cannot provide 
the sort of financial support these 
families need, school staff would 
benefit from gaining a deep un-
derstanding of the challenges their 
students face. Some teachers may 
not be familiar—let alone trained 
to work—with their diverse stu-
dent body. While students can 
help to educate receptive teach-
ers, teacher preparation needs to 
include training about how best 
to make instruction relevant and 
meaningful to students’ lives, as 
well as how to bestow extra sup-
port during challenging times.
► Peers

Notably, friends were the 
most often mentioned reason why 
students liked school and felt con-
nected to it. Several said that if you 
didn’t have friends at school then 
there would be no point in going. 
As one student plainly stated, 

“…because there’s…some 
kids that you see alone, or 
they might have like two 
friends, and…they feel like 
nobody ever wants to talk 
to them or nobody wants to 
be friends with them. So like, 
why come to school…?”

► Earlier and More Consistent 
and Supportive Intervention

Developing a culture of caring 
within schools, so that teachers 
have relationships with students 
and know when they are hav-
ing trouble, facilitates the needed 
support. Students repeatedly sug-
gested the positive impact of hav-
ing a caring adult intervene when 
they were struggling.

It is often too late to attempt 
to establish relationships with 

students once their problems 
have manifested in failing grades 
or frequent absences—the rea-
sons most often cited for leaving 
school by California dropouts (see 
CDRP Statistical Brief 2). Students 
need their teachers to listen and 
attempt to understand the situa-
tion before providing instrumen-
tal help within the context of the 
student’s circumstances. As one 
student said, 

“If someone would take the 
time when they saw them 
[failing students] losing in-
terest in school and their 
grades going down...some-
one could talk to them and 
see why, and talk about why 
that’s happening—maybe it 
could help them.”  

When a teacher knows a stu-
dent’s strengths and capabilities, 
that teacher is better able to pro-
vide the needed confidence and 
motivation. Supportive teachers 
demonstrated it by keeping track 
of students and getting involved 
when students were struggling. 
One student explained, 

“Ms. X will come to you and 
say, ‘You need help—stay 
in school. I’ll be here after 
school—I’m here until 4:30, 
5:30…’ They’ll tell you what 
time they leave.” 

► School Climate and Safety
In spite of many rules imple-

mented in the name of security, 
most of the students talked about 
serious safety issues in their 
schools and communities, with 
fighting and gang-related violence 
prevalent. 

“Some do [drop out] be-
cause, like, all the shoot-
ings, and they get scared and 

they get paranoid … most of 
them get traumatized, and 
that’s why they don’t want 
to come [to school].”

Many students portrayed a 
school environment that was hard 
to navigate for safety. Fights were 
numerous, and even those who 
were not involved could easily 
and inadvertently get caught in 
the cross-fire.
► More School Resources

Students recognized that, in 
part, their challenges in school 
were attributable to their schools 
being short on resources. They 
acknowledged that better fund-
ing for schools could improve 
their experiences in a multitude of 
ways, including their interactions 
with teachers.

Students wanted more time 
with teachers in smaller groups, 
and suggested it might improve 
the quality of their interactions 
and encourage more students to 
stay in school. Similarly, funding 
for additional counselors might 
improve their accessibility to stu-
dents and enhance the academic 
guidance provided.
► Conclusions

Most ninth graders—regard-
less of their risk for dropping out 
of school—are engaged in school 
and want to graduate. Students 
can easily identify the threats to 
completing high school, and pro-
vide personal stories of how these 
challenges confront them daily; 
yet, they remain overwhelmingly 
optimistic and involved in school, 
eager to participate and have more 
positive experiences that facilitate 
their academic achievement. It is 
not too late to keep these students 
in school.
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