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While both U. S. and Mississippi dropout rates have declined slightly over the 

past decade, the personal and social costs of any individual dropping out of school are 
high.  Further, Mississippi’s statewide four-year cohort dropout rate of 26.6% for the 
school year ending in 2005 masks significant variation in the rates from district to 
district, with eleven of the state’s 152 public school districts having four-year cohort 
dropout rates in excess of 40% and ten of the districts having dropout rates of less than 
9%. 
 

Both the federal government and Mississippi have initiatives in place to prevent 
students from dropping out of school. Through related programs and federal and state 
legislation, the efforts in preventing dropouts are widespread and have been in 
existence for many years. 
 

While the Mississippi Department of Education’s current dropout prevention 
effort provides the districts with materials on dropout prevention goals and nationally 
recognized strategies and best practices, elements of the department’s program 
implementation pose concern. The department did not evaluate the status and 
effectiveness of the districts’ 2004 dropout prevention plans, which would have helped 
to ensure the most efficient use of those plans in identifying and adopting best 
practices, to reduce confusion between existing plans and the requirements of the new 
2007 plan, and to limit duplication of effort between the existing plans and the new 
plan. PEER found no clearly defined strategy to ensure districts’ careful adherence to 
adopted best practices or to rigorous, ongoing program evaluation and oversight to 
ensure acceptable outcomes. 
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A Review of the Implementation of 
Mississippi’s Public School 
Dropout Prevention Program 

 

Executive Summary 

 

Introduction   

During its 2006 Regular Session, the Legislature 
established the Office of Dropout Prevention within the 
Department of Education, effective July 1, 2006.   The 
Legislature directed this office to work with the state’s 
public school districts to establish dropout prevention 
plans and programs designed to increase the statewide 
ninth through twelfth grade cohort graduation rate to 85% 
by the 2018-2019 school year (from 60.8% during the 
2004-2005 school year).   

In response to a legislative inquiry, the PEER Committee 
reviewed the Office of Dropout Prevention’s 
implementation of the statewide public school dropout 
prevention program.  While the office was only one year 
into a thirteen-year program at the time of PEER’s review, 
because the state and districts had been actively engaged 
in dropout prevention efforts since passage of the 
Education Reform Act in 1982, PEER determined that a 
review of the efforts of the newly created office could 
benefit both the department and the Legislature in efforts 
to reduce the state’s public school dropout rates. 

PEER focused its review on addressing the following 
questions: 

• What is the dropout problem nationally and in 
Mississippi? 

• What have the federal government and Mississippi 
done to address our state’s dropout problem? 

• Has the early implementation phase of 
Mississippi’s current dropout prevention effort 
provided a foundation for success? 
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What is the dropout problem nationally and in Mississippi? 

While U. S. and Mississippi dropout rates have declined slightly over the past 
decade, the personal and social costs of any individual dropping out of school are 
high.  Further, Mississippi’s statewide four-year cohort dropout rate of 26.6% for 
the school year ending in 2005 masks significant variation in the rates from district 
to district, with eleven of the state’s 152 public school districts having four-year 
cohort dropout rates in excess of 40% and ten of the districts having dropout rates 
of less than 9%. 

To obtain the answer to this question, PEER sought the 
answers to several related, more specific questions, each 
addressed below. 

 

How do education policymakers define dropout and related 
terms? 

The definitions of “dropout” and related terms are important because who is 
included in each term affects the associated rate calculations. 

The Mississippi Department of Education (MDE) has 
adopted the National Center for Education Statistics’ 
definition of a dropout.  A dropout is an individual who: 

• was enrolled in school at some time during the 
previous school year; 

• was not enrolled in school at the beginning of the 
current school year; 

• has not graduated from high school or completed a 
state- or district-approved educational program 
(GED program); and, 

• does not meet any of the following exclusionary 
conditions: transfer to another public school 
district, private school, or state- or district-
approved educational program (GED program); 
temporary absence due to suspension or school-
approved illness; or death. 

Other students excluded from being counted as dropouts 
are those that are home schooled; attend a non-public 
school program for disability, illness, drug or alcohol 
problems, or emotional or psychological problems; attend 
state-operated schools such as Oakley; or are enrolled in a 
certificate completion program.  Any student attending an 
Adult Basic Education GED program must be counted as a 
dropout under federal regulations governing the funding 
of these programs.   

MDE defines graduates as “students earning traditional 
diplomas.”  Graduates, special education students earning 
occupational diplomas, special education students earning 
certificates of attendance, and students earning a GED 
through a district- or state-approved program are counted 
as completers. 
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How do education policymakers calculate the dropout rate and 
related rates? 

While several methods exist for calculating dropout and related rates, the 
cohort or longitudinal method is considered the best method because it 
shows the percentage of students who dropped out, completed, or graduated 
from a given graduating class during a specified period, usually ninth 
through twelfth grade or seventh through twelfth grade. 

 

Primary Methods of Calculating the Rates 

Dropout Rate Calculations 

Exhibit A on page xii describes the three primary methods 
of calculating dropout rates and the advantages and 
disadvantages of each method, according to the SREB.  As 
the exhibit shows, in a state such as Mississippi with an 
information system designed to track individual students, 
the longitudinal or cohort method is the method of 
reporting dropouts that is most consistent with the 
public’s perception of what the dropout rate should 
measure. 

 

Graduation Rate Calculations 

There are three primary ways of calculating the graduation 
rate:   

• traditional graduation rate--calculated by dividing 
the number of students receiving a traditional 
diploma in a given school year by the number of 
students who were enrolled in the ninth grade four 
years earlier.  This rate does not track individual 
students, but provides annual data for all students 
enrolled. 

• cohort graduation rate--calculated in the same 
manner as the cohort dropout rate, with the 
numerator being the number of students in the 
cohort receiving a traditional diploma (rather than 
the number of students who dropped out); and,  

• averaged freshman graduation rate--calculated by 
estimating the proportion of public high school 
freshmen that graduate with a regular diploma four 
years after starting the ninth grade. 

 

Completion Rate Calculation 

The status completion rate denotes the percentage of 
individuals who are not in high school and who have 
earned a high school diploma or equivalent credential.  
This rate does not take into account when the credential 
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was achieved.  The cohort completion rate is calculated the 
same way as the cohort dropout rate, with the numerator 
being the number of students in the cohort who are 
completers (rather than the number of students who 
dropped out).   

 
 

Exhibit A: Advantages and Disadvantages of the Primary Methods of 
Calculating Dropout Rates 

Type of 
Dropout Rate 

Method of Calculation Advantages Disadvantages 

Longitudinal 
or Cohort 

divide the number of 
students who drop out by 
the number in the original 
class, adjusted for transfer 
students; while a cohort is 
usually measured from the 
9th grade through the 12th 
grade, it can also be 
measured from the 7th 
grade through the 12th 
grade 

+the method is most    
  consistent with the  
  public’s perception of  
  dropouts 
 
+accounts for students  
  who leave school one   
  year and return later 
 
+accounts for students  
  who are retained in  
  grade nine but stay in  
  school and graduate  
  later than their  
  original classmates 

-states may not have  
 information systems to  
 track individual students as  
 they progress from grade   
 to grade 
 
-absent of information  
 systems, cohort rates often  
 are estimated based on a  
 sample of students or  
 projected based on  
 “annual” dropout rates. 

Annual Event percentage of students who 
are enrolled in May or June 
who do not graduate and 
do not return to school in 
September or October 

+easy to calculate 
 
+a practical way to   
  determine the  
  number of students   
  who leave school each  
  year 

-only includes students who  
 drop out each year; it may  
 understate the dropout  
 problem over four years 
 
-the calculation is affected  
 by the range of grade  
 levels used to compute the  
 rates 

Status  percentage of a particular 
age group who are not 
enrolled in school and who 
do not have a high school 
diploma 

+may be the most  
 appropriate rate for  
 comparing state  
 results and for  
 determining changes  
 over time 

-like all estimates based on  
 samples, the percentages  
 have some errors 
 

-not available for individual  
 schools and school  
 districts 

 
SOURCE: Southern Regional Education Board, Educational Benchmarks 2000 Series, Reducing 
Dropout Rates. 

 

Rate Calculations:  Reporting Requirements 

The federal No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) requires 
states to calculate and report traditional graduation and 
annual event dropout rates.   

MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-21-9 (d) (1972) requires MDE 
to report annually the cohort graduation and dropout 
rates to the Legislature “based on Grades 7 through 12 and 
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Grades 9 through 12 cohort groups, statewide and by 
district.” The recent implementation of the Mississippi 
Student Information System has allowed MDE to calculate 
ninth through twelfth grade cohort rates, beginning with 
the student cohort that entered the ninth grade during the 
2001-2002 school year.  Implementation of MSIS will also 
allow MDE to calculate the seventh through twelfth grade 
cohort rates in the future. 

 

What are the dropout and graduation rates and historical trends 
for the U.  S. and for Mississippi?   

During the school years beginning in 1993 and ending in 2005, dropout 
rates, calculated according to the annual event method (cohort data is not 
available over this period), have generally declined both nationally and in 
Mississippi, while graduation rates have remained fairly constant since the 
1990-1991 school year.  However, it is important to note that there is wide 
variation in the dropout, graduation, and completion rates by individual 
public school district in Mississippi. 

Dropout rates calculated according to the annual event 
method (the only rates available historically for Mississippi 
and the U. S.) have generally declined both nationally and 
in Mississippi during the school years beginning in 1993 
and ending in 2005.  Specifically, over this period, 
Mississippi’s dropout rate declined from 6% to 2.84%, while 
the national rate declined from slightly over 5% to slightly 
under 4%. 

During the 2005-2006 school year, 5,628 students dropped 
out of Mississippi’s schools from all grades combined.  
The largest percentages of students dropped out in the 
ninth and tenth grades (each of these grades accounted for 
20% of students dropping out in the 2005-2006 school 
year), followed by 18.46% of the total who dropped out in 
the eleventh grade.  Dropouts in grades nine through 
twelve accounted for 73% of total dropouts in the 2005-
2006 school year. 

 

How does the dropout problem affect society? 

The dropout problem affects society in terms of high personal and social 
costs.  For example, individuals without a high school education are at 
greater risk than high school graduates of being unemployed, employed in 
low-wage jobs, imprisoned, and unhealthy.   

Policymakers are concerned about dropouts because these 
individuals may be unable to enter the workforce with the 
necessary skills and education to meet the demands of the 
nation’s global economy.  Increasing the number of 
graduates with a quality education would strengthen the 
nation’s economy and would reduce public and private 
expenditures on rectifying the shortcomings of an 
undereducated workforce.   
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Besides the economy being affected, the health and well-
being of dropouts are affected as well. Evidence suggests 
that health and well-being of an individual drastically 
improve just by obtaining a high school diploma. 
Literature says that high school graduates live longer, are 
less likely to be teen parents, produce healthier and better-
educated children, and rely less on social services. A 
healthier nation, both financially and physically, affects all 
Americans by reducing the tax burden and cost of 
government services. 

 

How does the dropout problem affect Mississippi? 

According to research estimates, if all of Mississippi’s employed dropouts 
completed high school and earned the same annual median income as high 
school graduates, they would increase their income by $1.8 billion annually. 

According to the Mississippi University Research Center, 
only about one-third of all high school dropouts in 
Mississippi work or seek work.  Mississippi dropouts have 
a 70% higher unemployment rate than individuals that 
have a high school diploma.  Mississippi’s dropouts earn 
on average about $4,665 less annually than do high school 
graduates.  Dropouts also affect the state’s gross state 
earnings.  MURC noted that in 2004, if all employed 
dropouts earned a high school diploma and increased their 
annual median income to the annual median income of a 
high school graduate, they would earn an additional $1.8 
billion annually. 

 

What have the federal government and Mississippi done to address our state’s 

dropout problem? 

Both the federal government and Mississippi have initiatives in place to prevent 
students from dropping out of school. Through related programs and federal and 
state legislation, the efforts in preventing dropouts are widespread and have been 
in existence for many years. 

To obtain the answer to this question, PEER sought the 
answers to several related, more specific questions, each 
addressed below. 

 

What has the federal government done to address the dropout 
problem? 

The federal government has provided states the opportunity for funding 
through programs that, for the most part, indirectly impact the dropout rate 
by addressing factors that put a student at risk of dropping out of school 
(e.g., Reading First Grants and Mathematics and Science Partnership 
Grants). Federal legislation, such as the No Child Left Behind Act, has 
strengthened the federal government’s efforts in keeping students in school.  
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What has the Mississippi Legislature done to address the 
dropout problem? 

The Mississippi Legislature has passed laws that mandate dropout 
prevention programs and that create several offices responsible for the 
administration, implementation, and evaluation of dropout prevention 
efforts. Recent legislation requires that the state cohort graduation rate 
increase to 85% by the 2018-2019 school year. 

 

What has the Mississippi Department of Education done to 
address the dropout problem? 

MDE has issued a report on public school dropouts, staffed an Office of 
Dropout Prevention, created state dropout prevention plans and mandated 
district dropout prevention plans, and implemented an information system 
to track students through the school system.   

 

What have the individual Mississippi school districts done to 
address the dropout problem? 

School districts have dropout prevention programs in place and MDE has 
required the districts to develop dropout prevention plans in accordance 
with state dropout prevention plans, both in 2004 and 2007. 

 

Has the early implementation phase of Mississippi’s current dropout prevention 

effort provided a foundation for success? 

While MDE’s current dropout prevention effort provides the districts with materials 
on dropout prevention goals and nationally recognized strategies and best 
practices, elements of the department’s program implementation pose concern. 
MDE did not evaluate the status and effectiveness of the districts’ 2004 dropout 
prevention plans, which would have helped to ensure the most efficient use of 
those plans in identifying and adopting best practices, to reduce confusion 
between existing plans and the requirements of the new plan, and to limit 
duplication of effort between the existing plans and the new plan. PEER found no 
clearly defined strategy to ensure districts’ careful adherence to adopted best 
practices or to rigorous, ongoing program evaluation and oversight to ensure 
acceptable outcomes. 

To obtain the answer to this question, PEER sought the 
answers to related, more specific questions, each 
addressed below. 

 

What are the nationally recognized best practices in preventing 
dropouts? 

Organizations such as the National Dropout Prevention Center/Network and 
the Southern Regional Education Board have identified programs proven 
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through research to be effective in reducing at-risk behaviors associated 
with dropping out of school and have used the knowledge gained through 
successful implementation of these programs to develop broad “strategies” 
for states to use in dropout prevention.  

 

What steps need to be taken to ensure that best practices are 
implemented as effective district dropout prevention 
programs? 

While MDE’s Office of Dropout Prevention has supplied the districts with the 
best practices in dropout prevention from the National Dropout Prevention 
Center/Network at Clemson University and the Southern Regional Education 
Board, the successful development and implementation of effective dropout 
prevention programs require careful adherence to established best practices 
as well as rigorous and ongoing program evaluation and oversight.  

 

Has MDE taken the necessary steps to ensure that the districts 
successfully implement and/or develop their own best 
practices in dropout prevention? 

While MDE has provided the districts with materials on dropout prevention 
goals, strategies, and best practices, it has not evaluated the state’s current 
dropout prevention programs to determine whether they conform to best 
practices. Without ensuring that program content and implementation 
adhere to best practices, the state cannot maximize its effectiveness in 
addressing its dropout problem. Further, because MDE has not provided the 
districts with cost data for the fifty “exemplary” programs identified by the 
NDPC/N, the districts cannot maximize their use of scarce resources in 
addressing their dropout problems. 

 

How do the state’s current dropout prevention efforts interface 
with initiatives already in place? 

Prior to the 2007 State Dropout Prevention Plan, initiatives were already in 
place at both the state and district level.  MDE has not evaluated them to 
determine whether a new effort was needed or to ensure that the new 
initiative would be advancing the state’s progress towards achieving an 85% 
graduation rate by the 2018-2019 school year. 

Both the districts and MDE have had dropout prevention 
initiatives in place since the Education Reform Act of 1982 
and the current MDE effort is utilizing some of the same 
dropout prevention programs already in place in the 
school districts. Despite the fact that these measures 
already existed in individual districts, MDE is mandating 
new district plans instead of evaluating and building on 
previous efforts. 
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Recommendations 

1. The Department of Education should evaluate the 
current dropout prevention programs to ensure 
that the programs are implemented correctly and 
to measure the efficiency and effectiveness of each 
program in meeting its specific program objectives.  

a.   The Office of Dropout Prevention 
should evaluate the state’s current 
dropout prevention programs to 
determine whether they conform to 
best practices. 

b.  The Office of Dropout Prevention 
should provide the districts with 
cost and cost-effectiveness data on 
the fifty exemplary programs 
identified by the National Dropout 
Prevention Center/Network. 

c.   The Office of Dropout Prevention 
should focus on the school districts 
with the highest dropout rates and 
lowest graduation rates in the state 
and provide assistance in 
implementing new dropout 
prevention programs that conform 
to best practices and in evaluating 
current measures in place.  

d. The Office of Dropout Prevention 
should immediately draft criteria for 
evaluating the district dropout 
prevention plans to aid the districts 
in understanding what is expected in 
the plans that are due beginning in 
February 2008.  

2. The Legislature should amend MISS. CODE ANN. 
Section 37-13-80 (1972) to require the Office of 
Dropout Prevention to report annually to the 
Legislature the following: 

a.   a list of the districts whose 
graduation, dropout, and completion 
rates have increased or decreased 
the most (beginning on January 1, 
2009); 

b. which districts are achieving their 
goals and which are not reaching the 
objectives set forth by the districts 
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in the district plans (beginning on 
January 1, 2010); and, 

c. what is being done in the school 
districts with the highest dropout 
rates and the lowest graduation 
rates to increase the graduation rate 
and reduce the dropout rate 
(beginning on January 1, 2009).  
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A Review of the Implementation of 
Mississippi’s Public School 
Dropout Prevention Program 
 

Introduction   

 

Authority 

In response to a legislative inquiry, the PEER Committee 
reviewed the Mississippi Department of Education, Office 
of Dropout Prevention’s implementation of a statewide 
public school dropout prevention program.  PEER 
conducted the review pursuant to the authority granted by 
MISS. CODE ANN. Section 5-3-57 et seq. (1972).  

 

Scope and Purpose 

During its 2006 Regular Session, the Legislature 
established the Office of Dropout Prevention within the 
Department of Education (MDE), effective July 1, 2006.  
The Legislature directed this office to work with the state’s 
public school districts to establish dropout prevention 
plans and programs designed to increase the statewide 
ninth through twelfth grade cohort graduation rate from 
60.8% (during the 2004-2005 school year) to 85% (by the 
2018-2019 school year).   

While the office was only one year into a thirteen-year 
program at the time of PEER’s review, because the state 
and districts had been actively engaged in dropout 
prevention efforts since passage of the Education Reform 
Act in 1982, PEER determined that a review of the efforts 
of the newly created office could benefit both the 
department and the Legislature in efforts to reduce the 
state’s public school dropout rates. 

PEER focused its review on addressing the following 
questions: 

• What is the dropout problem nationally and in 
Mississippi? 

• What have the federal government and Mississippi 
done to address our state’s dropout problem? 
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• Has the early implementation phase of 
Mississippi’s current dropout prevention effort 
provided a foundation for success? 

 

Method 

In conducting this review, PEER: 

• reviewed relevant sections of federal and state 
laws, rules, and regulations; 

 
• analyzed dropout prevention program 

documents and materials at the state and 
district levels from both current and previous 
dropout prevention efforts;  

 
• interviewed Department of Education and 

school district staff.  For exploratory purposes, 
PEER conducted a purposive sample of public 
school districts, ensuring that the sample 
included districts with low and high dropout 
rates from diverse geographical areas.  The 
purpose of the sample was to identify any 
problems with implementation of MDE’s 
current dropout prevention program from the 
districts’ perspective.  PEER incorporated this 
information into its analysis of the problems 
districts reported.;  

 
• attended one of MDE’s three regional training 

sessions for the purpose of observing the 
adequacy of program content in explaining 
how to conduct a needs assessment and 
develop a dropout prevention plan; 

 
• attended a legislative budget hearing and a 

legislative task force meeting; and, 
 

• reviewed and analyzed current literature and 
research focusing on the dropout problem. 
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Chapter 1: What is the dropout problem 
nationally and in Mississippi? 
 

While U. S. and Mississippi dropout rates have declined slightly over the past 
decade, the personal and social costs of any individual dropping out of school are 
high.  Further, Mississippi’s statewide four-year cohort dropout rate of 26.6% for 
the school year ending in 2005 masks significant variation in the rates from district 
to district, with eleven of the state’s 152 public school districts having four-year 
cohort dropout rates in excess of 40% and ten of the districts having dropout rates 
of less than 9%. 

To obtain the answer to this question, PEER sought the 
answers to several related, more specific questions: 

• How do education policymakers define dropout and 
related terms (e. g., completer)? 

• How do education policymakers calculate the 
dropout rate and related rates (e. g., graduation 
rate)? 

• What are the dropout and related rates and 
historical trends for the U. S. and for Mississippi?   

• How does the dropout problem affect society? 

• How does the dropout problem affect Mississippi? 

The following sections address each of these questions. 

 

How do education policymakers define dropout and related terms? 

The definitions of “dropout” and related terms are important because who is 
included in each term affects the associated rate calculations. 

This section includes definitions of the following key 
terms that education policymakers measure and discuss in 
analyzing the public school dropout problem:  

• dropout;  

• graduate;  

• completer; and,  

• truant. 

 

Dropout 

In October 2003, MDE adopted the following National 
Center for Education Statistics definition of a dropout: 

A dropout is an individual who: 

1. Was enrolled in school at some time 
during the previous school year; 
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2. Was not enrolled in school at the 
beginning of the current school 
year; 

3. Has not graduated from high school 
or completed a State or District 
approved educational program 
(GED program); 

4. And does not meet any of the 
following exclusionary conditions: 

a. Transfer to another public school 
district, private school, or State or 
District approved educational 
program (GED program); 

b. Temporary absence due to 
suspension or school-approved 
illness; 

c. Or death. 

Also, MDE excludes a student enrolled in any of the 
following programs from being counted as a dropout:  

• home-school programs, provided the parents 
of a home-schooled student have completed 
and filed a certificate of enrollment in such a 
program with the school attendance officer; 

 
• non-public/private school programs for 

students with a physical disability or illness, a 
drug or alcohol problem, or an emotional or 
psychological problem who have been placed 
in a private hospital or other private 
institution for treatment;  

 
• any state-operated schools such as East 

Columbia or the Williams School at Oakley 
(students placed in these schools are 
considered transfers to another public school 
in Mississippi); and, 

 
• certificate completion programs, including 

General Education Diploma (GED) preparatory 
classes at a district-sponsored alternative 
school and approved special education 
curriculums. 

As previously noted, MDE does not count students 
completing state- or district-approved GED programs as 
dropouts; however, as will be discussed below, federal 
rules and regulations require the department to count 
students participating in Adult Basic Education GED 
programs as dropouts. 

State- or district-approved GED programs require students 
to complete twenty hours per week of academic 
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instruction with an additional 7.5 hours per week of any of 
the following: 

• job readiness or employability skills; 
 
• career exploration; 
 
• vocational program; 
 
• part-time employment; 
 
• meaningful community service work.  

 
 

Federal funding regulations require any student attending 
an Adult Basic Education GED program to have been 
counted as a dropout prior to participating in the program.  
Specifically, the Workforce Investment Act of 1998, Title II, 
Adult Education and Literacy Act, §203 (b), stipulates that 
in order to receive funding under the act, individuals who 
receive adult education services through an Adult Basic 
Education GED program must not be enrolled or required 
to be enrolled in secondary school by state law.  

 

Graduate 

MDE defines a graduate as a student who has earned a 
standard diploma--i. e., a diploma that is awarded to a 
student who has met all of the requirements established 
by the local board of education and by the state Board of 
Education.  For official reporting purposes, this term does 
not include special education students who have earned 
either a certificate of attendance or an occupational 
diploma or students who have earned a GED. 

It is important to note, however, that in calculating the 
graduation rate and corresponding benchmarks for the 
2007 State Dropout Prevention Plan, MDE included special 
education students receiving occupational diplomas as 
graduates. 

 

Completer 

Graduates, special education students earning 
occupational diplomas, special education students earning 
certificates of attendance, and students earning a GED 
through a district or state approved program are counted 
as completers. 

Federal funding 
regulations require 
any student attending 
an Adult Basic 
Education GED 
program to have been 
counted as a dropout 
prior to participating 
in the program.   
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Truant 

A truant is defined as a student who has accumulated five 
or more unexcused absences in a school year, excluding 
suspension and expulsion days.  According to the National 
Dropout Prevention Center/Network, truancy rates and 
excessive absenteeism are early indicators that a student 
will drop out of school.   

 

How do education policymakers calculate the dropout rate and related rates? 

While several methods exist for calculating dropout and related rates, the 
cohort or longitudinal method is considered the best method because it 
shows the percentage of students who dropped out, completed, or graduated 
from a given graduating class during a specified period, usually ninth 
through twelfth grade or seventh through twelfth grade. 

This section will discuss the primary methods of 
calculating graduation, completion, dropout, and truancy 
rates.  

 

Primary Methods of Calculating the Rates 

Dropout Rate Calculations 

According to a 2000 report issued by the Southern 
Regional Education Board (SREB) entitled Reducing 
Dropout Rates: 

The various methods of calculating dropout 
rates convey different messages that may 
result in different decisions about which 
strategies to follow. Policy-makers need to be 
aware of the different ways that dropout 
rates are calculated and the advantages of 
each method. 

 

Exhibit 1 on page 7 describes the three primary methods 
of calculating dropout rates and the advantages and 
disadvantages of each method, according to the SREB.  As 
the exhibit shows, in a state such as Mississippi with an 
information system designed to track individual students 
(see discussion of MSIS on page 27), the longitudinal or 
cohort method is the method of reporting dropouts that is 
most consistent with the public’s perception of what the 
dropout rate should measure. 

Using dropout data reported for Mississippi for the 2004-
2005 school year, Exhibit 2, page 8, illustrates the variation  

In a state such as 
Mississippi with an 
information system 
designed to track 
individual students, 
the longitudinal or 
cohort method of 
reporting dropouts is 
most consistent with 
the public’s perception 
of what the dropout 
rate should measure. 
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in dropout rates yielded by different calculation methods 
and ranges of grade levels to compute the rates.    

 

Exhibit 1: Advantages and Disadvantages of the Primary Methods of 
Calculating Dropout Rates 

 
Type of 

Dropout Rate 

Method of Calculation Advantages Disadvantages 

Longitudinal 
or Cohort 

divide the number of 
students who drop out by 
the number in the original 
class, adjusted for transfer 
students; while a cohort is 
usually measured from the 
9th grade through the 12th 
grade, it can also be 
measured from the 7th 
grade through the 12th 
grade 

+the method is most    
  consistent with the  
  public’s perception of  
  dropouts 
 
+accounts for students  
  who leave school one   
  year and return later 
 
+accounts for students  
  who are retained in  
  grade nine but stay in  
  school and graduate  
  later than their  
  original classmates 

-states may not have  
 information systems to  
 track individual students as  
 they progress from grade   
 to grade 
 
-absent of information  
 systems, cohort rates often  
 are estimated based on a  
 sample of students or  
 projected based on  
 “annual” dropout rates. 

Annual Event percentage of students who 
are enrolled in May or June 
who do not graduate and 
do not return to school in 
September or October 

+easy to calculate 
 
+a practical way to   
  determine the  
  number of students   
  who leave school each  
  year 

-only includes students who  
 drop out each year; it may  
 understate the dropout  
 problem over four years 
 
-the calculation is affected  
 by the range of grade  
 levels used to compute the  
 rates 

Status  percentage of a particular 
age group who are not 
enrolled in school and who 
do not have a high school 
diploma 

+may be the most  
 appropriate rate for  
 comparing state  
 results and for  
 determining changes  
 over time 

-like all estimates based on  
 samples, the percentages  
 have some errors 
 

-not available for individual  
 schools and school  
 districts 

 
SOURCE: Southern Regional Education Board (SREB), Educational Benchmarks 2000 Series, Reducing Dropout 
Rates 
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Exhibit 2:  Variation in Dropout Rates Yielded by Various Calculation 
Methods and Ranges of Grade Levels, 2004-2005 School Year   

Method of 
Dropout Rate 
Calculation 

Range of Grade Levels Used in 
Computation 

School Year Dropout 
Rate 

Annual Event 1-12, including self-contained 
special education and secondary 
GED students 

2004-2005 1.13%a 

Annual Event 9-12 2004-2005 2.84%b 

Longitudinal or 
Cohort 

9-12 Cohort entering the 9th 
grade in the 2001-2002 
school year 

26.6%c 

 
SOURCES:  
aMDE 2004-2005 Superintendent’s Annual Report, Pupil Data-Dropouts. 
  
bPEER calculated this rate using MDE’s data for the 2004-2005 school year by dividing the number of 9th-12th 
grade dropouts by Net First Month enrollments.  (See Exhibit 4, page 14.)   
 

cMDE “Estimated Graduation, Completion and Dropout Counts and Rates Based on Approved Procedures for 
Tracking a Cohort of Students Over 4 Years” (Final Report).  
 

 

 

Graduation Rate Calculations 

There are three primary ways of calculating the graduation 
rate:  traditional, cohort, and averaged freshman.  

 

Traditional Graduation Rate 

The traditional graduation rate is calculated by dividing 
the number of students receiving a traditional diploma in 
a given school year by the number of students who were 
enrolled in the ninth grade four years earlier.  This rate 
excludes the following: 

• self-contained special education students; 

• students retained; 

• students who were enrolled at the end of a school 
year but who were not enrolled at the beginning of 
the next school year; 

• state- or district-approved GED program 
completers; and, 

• special education students who earn a certificate of 
attendance.  
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This rate does not track individual students, but provides 
annual data for all students enrolled. 

 

Cohort Graduation Rate 

The cohort graduation rate is calculated in the same 
manner as the cohort dropout rate (refer to the method of 
calculation for the longitudinal or cohort rate explained in 
Exhibit 1 on page 7), with the numerator being the number 
of students in the cohort receiving a traditional diploma 
(rather than the number of students who dropped out).  

 

Averaged Freshman Graduation Rate 

The averaged freshman graduation rate is calculated by 
estimating the proportion of public high school freshmen 
that graduate with a regular diploma four years after 
starting the 9th grade.  It provides a measure of the extent 
to which public high school students graduate in four 
years. 

 

Differences in Graduation Rate Calculations 

 

The primary reason for the variation in the rates based on 
the different methods of calculating them is that the 
denominator for the traditional rate is smaller than the 
denominator for the other rates because it excludes 
several categories of students (refer to page 8 for 
exclusions). 

As shown in Exhibit 3, page 10, during the 2003-2004 
school year, Mississippi’s averaged freshman graduation 
rate was 62.7%, while Mississippi’s cohort graduation rate 
beginning with ninth graders in 2001-2002 was 60.8%.  
(Data was not available for the same school years for both 
methods and cohort graduation rate data is not available 
prior to 2005.) 

 

Completion Rate Calculation 

The two primary methods of calculating the completion 
rate are the status method and the cohort method. 

 

Status Completion Rate 

The status completion rate denotes the percentage of 
individuals who are not in high school and who have 
earned a high school diploma or equivalent credential.  
This rate does not take into account when the credential 
was achieved.   

The primary reason for 
the variation in the 
graduation rates based 
on the different 
methods of calculating 
them is that the 
denominator for the 
traditional rate is 
smaller than the 
denominator for the 
other rates because it 
excludes several 
categories of students.  
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Cohort Completion Rate 

The cohort completion rate is calculated the same way as 
the cohort dropout rate (refer to the method of calculation 
for the longitudinal or cohort rate explained in Exhibit 1 
on page 7), with the numerator being the number of 
students in the cohort who are completers (rather than the 
number of students who dropped out).  Mississippi’s four-
year cohort completion rate for the cohort beginning with 
ninth graders in 2001-2002 was 67%.  Mississippi’s cohort 
completion and dropout rates as presented in Appendix A 
on page 49 do not add to 100% because of those students 
who are still in school past their expected completion date 
(i. e., students who are not dropouts but have not yet 
completed school). 

 

Truancy Rate Calculation 

The truancy rate is calculated by dividing the number of 
students with five or more unexcused absences in a school 
year by the total enrollment.  Mississippi’s truancy rate for 
the 2005-2006 school year was 31.8%. 

 

Exhibit 3:  Variation in Graduation Rates Yielded by Various 
Calculation Methods 

Method of 
Graduation 

Rate 
Calculation 

School Year Graduation 
Rate 

Traditional 2004-2005 85.12%a 

Longitudinal or 
Cohort 

Cohort beginning with 
students entering the 9th 
grade in the 2001-2002 

school year 

60.8%b 

Averaged 
Freshman 

2003-2004* 62.7%c 

*Averaged freshman graduation rate data for Mississippi is for the 2003-
2004 school year because 2004-2005 school year data was not available 
for this method. 

SOURCES:  
a2004-2005 Mississippi Report Card (Traditional Data).  
bMDE’s “Estimated Graduation, Completion and Dropout Counts 
and Rates Based on Approved Procedures for Tracking a Cohort 
of Students Over 4 Years” (Final Report).  
cNational Center for Education Statistics. 
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Rate Calculations:  Reporting Requirements 

Federal Requirements in the No Child Left Behind Act 

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) requires states to 
calculate and report graduation and annual event dropout 
rates as discussed below.  According to the NCLB, Part A-
Improving Basic Programs operated by Local Educational 
Agencies, Section 1111(2)(C):  

‘Adequate yearly progress’ shall be defined 
by the State in a manner that—(vi) in 
accordance with subparagraph (D), includes 
graduation rates for public secondary school 
students (defined as the percentage of 
students who graduate from secondary 
school with a regular diploma in the 
standard number of years). . . . 

Also, the NCLB Act, Part H-School Dropout Prevention, 
Section 1829-School Dropout Rate Calculations, states 
that:  

For purposes of calculating an annual school 
dropout rate under this subpart, a school 
shall use the annual event dropout rate for 
students leaving a school in a single year 
determined in accordance with the National 
Center for Education Statistics’ Common 
Core of Data. 

 

Reporting Requirements in Mississippi Law 

 

MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-21-9 (d) (1972), which went 
into effect in 2003, requires MDE to report annually the 
cohort graduation and dropout rates to the Legislature 
“based on Grades 7 through 12 and Grades 9 through 12 
cohort groups, statewide and by district.”  Also, as 
discussed on page 24, MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-13-80 
(1972) establishes a goal of increasing Mississippi’s cohort 
graduation rate to 85% by the 2018-2019 school year.  As 
discussed on page 9, the state’s cohort graduation rate for 
the cohort of students beginning with ninth graders in 
2001-2002 was 60.8%.   

 

What are the dropout and graduation rates and historical trends for the U.  S. and 

for Mississippi?   

During the school years beginning in 1993 and ending in 2005, dropout 
rates, calculated according to the annual event method (cohort data is not 

State law establishes a 
goal of increasing 
Mississippi’s cohort 
graduation rate to 85% 
by the 2018-2019 
school year.  
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available over this period), have generally declined both nationally and in 
Mississippi, while averaged freshman graduation rates have remained fairly 
constant since the 1990-1991 school year.  However, it is important to note 
that there is wide variation in the dropout, graduation, and completion rates 
by individual public school district in Mississippi. 

 

Historical Trends in U. S. and Mississippi Dropout and 
Graduation rates 

As shown in Exhibit 4 on page 14, dropout rates calculated 
according to the annual event method (the only rates 
available historically for Mississippi and the U. S.) have 
generally declined both nationally and in Mississippi 
during the school years beginning in 1993 and ending in 
2005.  Specifically, over this period, Mississippi’s dropout 
rate declined from 6% to 2.84%, while the national rate 
declined from slightly over 5% to slightly under 4%. 

As shown in Exhibit 5 on page 15, national and Mississippi 
averaged freshman graduation rates have remained fairly 
constant over the school years beginning in 1990 and 
ending in 2004 at approximately 70% and 60%, 
respectively.  

 

Current Dropout, Graduation and Completion Rate Data for 
Mississippi 

Unofficial estimates1 of graduation, dropout, and 
completion cohort rates became available in Mississippi 
for the first time statewide and by individual school 
districts for the school year ending in 2004-2005.  
Appendix A on page 49 shows each school district’s four-
year cohort graduation, dropout, and completion rates for 
the cohort beginning with ninth graders in 2001-2002.   

As Appendix A shows, estimated dropout rates vary 
significantly by district, ranging from 3.6% in Enterprise to 
61.7% in Canton.  Estimated graduation and completion 
rates follow a similar pattern, ranging from lows of 27.3% 
and 29.1%, respectively, in Canton to highs of 92.5% and 
96.2%, respectively, in Enterprise.  Only four school 
districts are above an 85% estimated graduation rate and 
approximately fifty-nine school districts have an estimated 
dropout rate of 31% or more.  Refer to Appendix B, page 
52, for maps depicting the individual school districts and 

                                         
1 The rates are unofficial because the State Board of Education has not adopted the cohort method 

of calculating dropout, graduation, and completion rates for official reporting purposes.  The 
cohort rates are estimates because it is unknown whether some of the students in the cohort who 
left school during the period of school years 2001-2002 through 2004-2005 dropped out of school 
or transferred to another school (and would therefore not be counted as a dropout).  In order to 
account for the cohort students with an unknown final disposition, MDE developed a procedure 
for apportioning the students into transfer and dropout estimates based on percentages from the 
known status students who did not return to school. 

Mississippi’s estimated 
dropout rates vary 
significantly by 
district, ranging from 
3.6% to 61.7%.   
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corresponding ranges for the districts’ estimated dropout, 
graduation, and completion rates. 

As shown in Exhibit 6 on page 16, during the 2005-2006 
school year, 5,628 students dropped out of Mississippi’s 
schools from all grades combined.  Also, as shown in the 
exhibit, the largest percentages of students dropped out in 
the ninth and tenth grades (each of these grades 
accounted for 20% of students dropping out in the 2005-
2006 school year), followed by 18.46% of the total who 
dropped out in the eleventh grade.  Dropouts in grades 
nine through twelve accounted for 73% of total dropouts in 
the 2005-2006 school year. 

Appendix C on page 60 shows the reported reasons that 
the 5,628 students dropped out during the 2005-2006 
school year.  As Appendix C shows, of the reasons listed 
for dropping out, the highest percentage of students 
(approximately 28%) reported dropping out to attend a 
GED program that was not state- or district-approved, 
followed by approximately 23% of students reporting that 
they dropped out because they had reached their 
seventeenth birthday and were no longer required to stay 
in school by the compulsory school attendance law.  It is 
also important to note that 11.44% of students dropped 
out for unknown reasons and an additional 9.31% of 
students counted as dropouts were listed under the 
“reason” category of “whereabouts unknown.”   

According to the National Education Association and the 
National Center for Education Statistics, Mississippi ranks 
41st in the nation based on a 2006 averaged freshman 
graduation rate of 64.6%.  The 1st ranked state, Minnesota, 
has an averaged freshman graduation rate of 90.1%.  In 
addition, Mississippi has the 22nd highest annual event 
dropout rate and is tied with three other states with a 3.9% 
annual event dropout rate in 2002.  Finally, according to 
the U. S. Census Bureau, Mississippi ranks 50th based on 
the percent of the population ages twenty-five and over 
who had a high school diploma or its equivalent in 2005.  
Only 78.5% of Mississippi’s population twenty-five and 
over had a high school diploma or its equivalent, 
compared to the highest-ranked state Wyoming, with 
91.3% of its population having a high school diploma or its 
equivalent.  (Appendices D through F, pages 61 through 
66, show state rankings based on the 2006 averaged 
freshman graduation rate, the 2002 annual event dropout 
rate, and the percentage of the state’s population twenty-
five and over in 2005 who have completed high school.) 

During the 2005-2006 
school year, 5,628 
students dropped out 
of Mississippi’s 
schools from all 
grades combined.  

According to the U. S. 
Census Bureau, 
Mississippi ranks 50th 
in the nation based on 
the percent of the 
population ages 
twenty-five and over 
who had a high school 
diploma or its 
equivalent in 2005.   
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Exhibit 4: Annual Event Dropout Rates, U. S. and Mississippi, for 
School Years 1993-94 through 2004-2005 

 

Dropout Rates - National and State
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NOTE: National data reflects grades 10-12, state data reflects grades 9-12.  

 

SOURCE: U. S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of 
Data, “Local Education Agency Universe Survey Dropout and Completion Data File;” U. S. 
Department of Commerce, Census Bureau, Current Population Survey. Regarding Mississippi data 
for the 2002-2003 school year through the 2004-2005 school year, PEER calculated these rates by 
dividing the number of 9th-12th grade dropouts by the Net First Month enrollments.   
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Averaged Freshman Graduation Rates
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Exhibit 5: Averaged Freshman Graduation Rates, U. S. and Mississippi, 
School Years 1990-1991 through 2003-2004 

 

SOURCE: U. S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of 
Data, “State Nonfiscal Survey of Public Elementary/Secondary Education” and “The Averaged 
Freshman Graduation Rate for Public High Schools From the Common Core of Data.” 
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Exhibit 6: Dropouts by Grade in Mississippi for the 2005-06 School 
Year 

 

Grade Total 
Percentage of 
All Dropouts 

Elementary self-
contained special 
education classroom  7  0.12% 

1  19  0.34% 

2  27  0.48% 

3  20  0.36% 

4  27  0.48% 

5  35  0.62% 

6  89  1.58% 

7  213  3.78% 

8  293  5.21% 

Secondary self-
contained special 
education classroom  262  4.66% 

Secondary GED 
program  536  9.52% 

9  1,119  19.88% 

10  1,126  20.01% 

11  1,039  18.46% 

12  816  14.50% 

State Totals  5,628  100.00% 

SOURCE: Mississippi Department of Education. 

 

How does the dropout problem affect society? 

The dropout problem affects society in terms of high personal and social 
costs. For example, individuals without a high school education are at 
greater risk than high school graduates of being unemployed, employed in 
low-wage jobs, imprisoned, and unhealthy.   

Policymakers are concerned about dropouts because these 
individuals may be unable to enter the workforce with the 
necessary skills and education to meet the demands of the 
nation’s global economy.  Increasing the number of 
graduates with a quality education would strengthen the 
nation’s economy and would reduce public and private 
expenditures currently spent on rectifying the 
shortcomings of an undereducated workforce.   
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Besides the economy being affected, the health and well-
being of dropouts are affected as well.  According to the 
Alliance for Excellent Education Fact Sheet 2003, evidence 
suggests that the health and well-being of an individual 
drastically improve just by obtaining a high school 
diploma.  Literature says that high school graduates live 
longer, are less likely to be teen parents, produce healthier 
and better-educated children and rely less on social 
services.  A healthier nation, both financially and 
physically, affects all Americans by reducing the tax 
burden and cost of government services. 

Given the statistics and negative outcomes associated with 
dropping out of high school, some of which are presented 
in the following paragraphs, lowering the dropout rate 
should be a goal of educators and policymakers. 

 

The Impact of Dropouts:  the Economy and Personal Income 

 

According to the Alliance for Excellent Education, in 2002 
six million students throughout America were at risk of 
dropping out of school.  To a March 14, 2006, question 
regarding dropouts that was posed to the U. S. Secretary of 
Education on the department’s website, Secretary Margaret 
Spellings responded that dropouts cost the nation more 
than $260 billion in lost wages, taxes, and productivity 
over the students’ lifetimes.  The 2003 Alliance for 
Excellent Education Fact Sheet stated that American 
businesses currently spend more than $60 billion each 
year on training, much of that on remedial reading, 
writing, and mathematics, skills employees should have 
achieved in school.  Specifically, the article states that 
Michigan spends about $222 million annually to correct 
the shortcomings of workers who leave high school 
without basic skills.   

Regarding personal income, according to a 2006 report by 
the Southern Education Foundation, in 2002, high school 
graduates earned 48 cents to every college graduate’s 
dollar and high school dropouts earned only 29 cents per 
dollar.  According to a November 2003 Alliance for 
Education Fact Sheet, the U. S. Department of Education 
reported in 2001 that only forty percent of adults who 
dropped out of high school are employed, compared to 
sixty percent of adults that have completed high school 
and eighty percent for those with a bachelor’s degree.  

 

The Impact of Dropouts: Crime, Health, and Well-Being  

A 1995 report by the Northwest Regional Education 
Laboratory notes that the rate of engagement in high-risk 

According to the 
Alliance for Excellent 
Education, evidence 
suggests that the 
health and well-being 
of an individual 
drastically improve 
just by obtaining a 
high school diploma. 

According to the 
Secretary of the U. S. 
Department of 
Education, dropouts 
cost the nation more 
than $260 billion in 
lost wages, taxes, and 
productivity over the 
students’ lifetimes.  
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behaviors such as sexual activity, early pregnancy, 
delinquency, crime, violence, alcohol and drug abuse, and 
suicide has been found to be significantly higher among 
dropouts.  

A 2003 report by the Alliance for Excellent Education 
stated that high school dropouts are 3.5 times more likely 
than high school graduates to be arrested in their 
lifetimes.  As a consequence, a considerable cost is 
imposed on all levels of government.  This research 
suggests that a one percent increase in high school 
graduation rates would save approximately $1.4 billion in 
costs associated with incarceration, or about $2,100 for 
each male high school graduate.  A one-year increase in 
average education levels would reduce arrest rates by 11 
percent.  

Completion of high school is also associated with general 
health.  A 2007 Alliance for Excellent Education Issue Brief 
states that America could save more than $17 billion in 
Medicaid and expenditures for health care for the 
uninsured by graduating all students.  A 2003 Alliance for 
Excellent Education Fact Sheet states that high school 
graduation is also positively related to lower mortality 
rates, and lower medical-care time and money 
expenditures.  Literature also suggests that higher levels of 
schooling among parents are positively correlated with 
better levels of health in infants and children--specifically, 
lower rates of infant mortality and low birth weight.  

 

How does the dropout problem affect Mississippi? 

According to research estimates, if all of Mississippi’s employed dropouts 
completed high school and earned the same annual median income as high 
school graduates, they would increase their income by $1.8 billion annually. 

The Southern Education Foundation (SEF), a nonprofit 
organization aimed at ensuring fairness and excellence in 
education for low-income students from preschool 
through higher education, conducted a study to identify 
the importance of education to Mississippi’s economy.  
The study maintained that Mississippi’s low levels of 
education have contributed heavily to the disparity in the 
state’s per capita income and the nation’s. 

According to the SEF, improvement in the state’s education 
would create and attract more industries and businesses.  
Subsequently, more jobs would be created and more 
income would benefit the state.  Education is Mississippi’s 
primary driver for income and economic growth. 

According to the Mississippi University Research Center 
(MURC), only about one-third of all high school dropouts 
in Mississippi work or seek work.  Mississippi dropouts 
have a 70% higher unemployment rate than individuals 

Literature also 
suggests that higher 
levels of schooling 
among parents are 
positively correlated 
with better levels of 
health in infants and 
children.  

A study by the 
Southern Education 
Foundation maintained 
that Mississippi’s low 
levels of education 
have contributed 
heavily to the disparity 
in the state’s per 
capita income and the 
nation’s. 
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that have a high school diploma.  Mississippi’s dropouts 
earn on average about $4,665 less annually than do high 
school graduates.  Dropouts also affect the state’s gross 
state earnings.  MURC noted that in 2004, if all employed 
dropouts earned a high school diploma and increased their 
annual median income to the annual median income of a 
high school graduate, they would earn an additional $1.8 
billion annually. 

Dropouts create many obstacles for the state.  Dropouts 
decrease state income and sales tax revenue.  They are 
much more likely to require government assistance.  For 
example, MURC reports that high school dropouts are 
approximately 18% of Mississippi’s population, but have a 
29% probability of receiving Medicaid benefits.

Mississippi’s dropouts 
earn on average about 
$4,665 less annually 
than do high school 
graduates. 
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Chapter 2:  What have the federal government 
and Mississippi done to address our state’s 
dropout problem? 

 

Both the federal government and Mississippi have initiatives in place to prevent 
students from dropping out of school.  Through related programs and federal and 
state legislation, the efforts in preventing dropouts are widespread and have been 
in existence for many years. 

To obtain the answer to this question, PEER sought the 
answers to several related, more specific questions: 

• What has the federal government done to address 
the dropout problem? 

• What has the Mississippi Legislature done to 
address the dropout problem? 

• What has the Mississippi Department of Education 
done to address the dropout problem? 

• What have the individual Mississippi school 
districts done to address the dropout problem? 

The following sections address each of these questions. 

 

What has the federal government done to address the dropout problem? 

The federal government has provided states the opportunity for funding 
through programs that, for the most part, indirectly impact the dropout rate 
by addressing factors that put a student at risk of dropping out of school 
(e.g., Reading First Grants and Mathematics and Science Partnership 
Grants).  Federal legislation such as the No Child Left Behind Act has 
strengthened the federal government’s efforts in keeping students in school.  

Although a majority of federal programs incorporate 
measures that could indirectly affect students likely to 
drop out, at least one program was created with the 
purpose of supporting “effective, sustainable, and 
coordinated dropout prevention and reentry programs in 
high schools with annual dropout rates that exceed their 
state average annual dropout rate.”  This federal initiative, 
called the School Dropout Prevention Program (previously 
the School Dropout Prevention Demonstration Program), 
awarded grants to state agencies to help reduce the 
dropout rates and keep students in school.  While funds 
were not appropriated for the program in Fiscal Year 2007, 
Texas and Arizona each received $2.2 million in awards in 
FY 2006. 
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Other federal acts and programs have been utilized by 
states in their efforts to reduce dropouts.  Refer to 
Appendix G on page 67 for a list of federal programs used 
by MDE in its dropout prevention efforts.  

One of the most widely known of the federal acts is the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2002.  This act provides 
“accountability for results, more choices for parents, 
greater local control and flexibility, and an emphasis on 
doing what works based on scientific research.”  The 
federal government evaluates schools’ yearly progress, 
which is an “individual state’s measure of progress toward 
the goal of 100 percent of students achieving to state 
academic standards in at least reading/language arts and 
math.”  This act requires states to report annual dropout 
rate data by the population’s race and ethnicity. 

Other federal programs, such as Title X, Part C, Homeless 
Children and Youth Act, and the Even Start Family Literacy 
Program, may not have dropout prevention as a primary 
goal, but, according to a February 2002 GAO report, the 
National Dropout Prevention Center/Network has advised 
that states should look to non-traditional dropout 
prevention sources for funding and target funding sources 
that are provided for specific risk areas, such as teenage 
pregnancy prevention, juvenile crime prevention, and 
alcohol and drug abuse prevention. 

The Mississippi Department of Education monitors 
whether federally funded education programs are being 
properly implemented in Mississippi.  While none of the 
federal programs MDE monitors explicitly target dropout 
prevention as their primary objective, these programs have 
the potential to reduce dropout rates to the extent that 
they achieve their desired outcomes of: 

• ensuring that all students have an equitable 
opportunity to obtain a high quality education and 
reach proficiency on challenging state academic 
content standards and state academic 
assessments; and, 

• closing the achievement gap between high and low 
performing students (especially between minority 
and non-minority students) and disadvantaged 
students and their more advantaged peers. 

The state’s individual school districts have primary 
responsibility for ensuring compliance with the rules and 
regulations governing these programs. 

The No Child Left 
Behind Act requires 
states to report annual 
dropout rate data by 
the population’s race 
and ethnicity.  

MDE monitors whether 
federally funded 
education programs 
are being properly 
implemented in 
Mississippi.  Individual 
school districts have 
primary responsibility 
for ensuring 
compliance with the 
programs’ rules and 
regulations.  
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What has the Mississippi Legislature done to address the dropout problem? 

The Mississippi Legislature has passed laws that mandate dropout 
prevention programs and that create several offices responsible for the 
administration, implementation, and evaluation of dropout prevention 
efforts.  Recent legislation requires that the state cohort graduation rate 
increase to 85% by the 2018-2019 school year. 

 

Mississippi has had laws in place creating dropout 
prevention programs since at least 1982, with the passage 
of the Mississippi Education Reform Act.  That act 
required MDE to create a performance-based accreditation 
system, which has required district dropout prevention 
plans since 2004.   

In 1994, the Legislature created MDE’s Office of 
Educational Accountability, which reported on public 
school dropouts in 2002.  MDE’s Office of Dropout 
Prevention, created by the Legislature in 2006, is 
responsible for dropout prevention and compulsory school 
attendance. 

 

The Mississippi Education Reform Act and the Performance-
Based Accreditation System 

 

The Mississippi Education Reform Act of 1982 requires the 
Mississippi Department of Education to provide districts 
with assistance in creating dropout prevention programs 
and increases the compulsory school attendance age.  
According to the Mississippi Compulsory School 
Attendance Law, MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-13-91 (1972), 
school attendance is mandatory for students ages six to 
seventeen.  

The act also required MDE to create a performance-based 
accreditation system.  In making its accreditation 
decisions, the Commission on School Accreditation 
considers progress on both performance and process 
standards at individual schools.  

Based on performance standards, the commission assigns 
a performance level (1 through 5, with 5 being the highest 
level) to each school.  Performance standards are selected 
components of the statewide testing program and other 
output measures related to the performance of that 
individual school.  The criteria used to determine a 
school’s performance level is “meeting an annual growth 
expectation established for each individual school and the 
percent of students who are achieving at certain levels.”  

The Education Reform 
Act of 1982 required 
MDE to create a 
performance-based 
accreditation system, 
which has required 
district dropout 
prevention plans since 
2004.   

Presently, school 
attendance in 
Mississippi is 
mandatory for 
students ages six to 
seventeen.  
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Process standards are used to determine a district’s 
accreditation level (i. e., accredited, advised, probation, or 
withdrawn).  Process standards address accepted 
educational principles and practices believed to promote 
educational quality, including staffing, certification, 
resources, instructional management, graduation 
requirements, and facilities.  

MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-3-46 (c) (1972) requires MDE 
to provide technical assistance to those school districts 
that fall below a level 4 or 5 accreditation “in the 
development, implementation and administration of 
programs designed to keep children in school voluntarily 
and to prevent dropouts.”  

 

Creation of the Office of Educational Accountability 

 

In 1994, MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-151-9 (1972) 
established the Office of Education Accountability within 
the State Department of Education.  As part of its duties, 
the office is responsible for monitoring, reviewing, and 
providing information regarding programs developed 
under the Education Reform Act, the Mississippi Adequate 
Education Program Act of 1994, the Education 
Enhancement Fund, and subsequent education initiatives. 

MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-151-9 (3) (c) (1972) also 
provides that the office will “assess both positive and 
negative impact on school districts of new education 
programs, including but not limited to The Mississippi 
Report Card and alternative school programs.”  Since its 
creation, the office has only released one report 
specifically on the topic of public school dropouts.  The 
office released its report entitled Program Assessment 
Public School Dropouts on December 23, 2002. 

 

Creation of the Office of Dropout Prevention 

 

The Legislature created the Office of Dropout Prevention 
in 2006, codified in MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-13-80 
(1972), to be responsible for the administration of a 
statewide dropout prevention program and the Office of 
Compulsory School Attendance Enforcement.  Prior to the 
creation of the office, dropout prevention efforts were 
spread throughout the Department of Education with no 
central coordination of these efforts.  

MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-13-80 (1972) created an office 
with the purpose of administering a statewide dropout 
prevention program.  The Office of Dropout Prevention is 
now the centralized body with responsibility to decrease 

State law requires 
MDE’s Office of 
Education 
Accountability to 
“assess both positive 
and negative impact 
on school districts of 
new education 
programs.”  

State law mandates the 
implementation of a 
statewide dropout 
prevention program by 
the Office of Dropout 
Prevention and 
requires each district 
to implement a 
separate dropout 
prevention program.  
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the dropout rate and increase the graduation rate; 
however, there are many other programs under the control 
of other divisions within MDE.  The primary purpose of 
these programs may not be dropout prevention, but these 
programs may have an indirect affect on the dropout and 
graduation rates (e. g., Even Start Family Literacy).  

MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-13-80 (1972) mandates the 
implementation of a statewide dropout prevention 
program by the Office of Dropout Prevention.  This CODE 
Section also requires each district to implement a separate 
dropout prevention program.  The office will approve the 
districts’ dropout prevention plans by the 2008-2009 
school year.  These plans must also include ways to 
transition students in detention centers to their home 
school district. 

That CODE section and the state’s dropout prevention plan 
lay out the Legislature’s intent in the creation of a 
statewide dropout prevention program.  By the 2018-2019 
school year, the statewide cohort graduation rate must 
increase to at least 85%.  

 

What has the Mississippi Department of Education done to address the dropout 

problem? 

MDE has issued a report on public school dropouts, staffed an Office of 
Dropout Prevention, created state dropout prevention plans and mandated 
district dropout prevention plans, and implemented an information system 
to track students through the school system.   

Since passage of the Education Reform Act, MDE has taken 
steps to address the dropout problem in Mississippi.  
Through a report on public school dropouts, the staffing 
of an Office of Dropout Prevention, the creation of state 
and district dropout prevention plans, and implementation 
of an information system to track individual students’ 
progression through the school system, MDE has 
attempted to bring to light and rectify the dropout 
situation in Mississippi. 

 

2002 Report on Dropouts 

According to MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-151-9 (2) (1972), 
assessments of programs established under the Education 
Reform Act of 1982 are the responsibility of the Office of 
Educational Accountability. 

In 2002, MDE’s Internal Program Monitoring Bureau in the 
Office of Educational Accountability conducted a “Program 
Assessment [of] Public School Dropouts.”  The purpose of 
the report is to “attempt to examine Mississippi’s dropout 
experience, review data collection and reporting 
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procedures at the state and national levels, and 
recommend approaches to ensure more accurate reporting 
and preventative measures to address the dropout 
situation.”  The report provided an overview of the state of 
the dropout situation in Mississippi as of December 2002.   

According to that report, the state-level initiatives for 
dropout prevention are: Alternative School Programs, 
Alternative Education/GED, Support Our Students, Jobs for 
Mississippi Graduates, and the Mississippi Compulsory 
School Attendance Law.  Descriptions of these programs 
and the number of students served/sites available are 
provided in that report, but a review of the effectiveness of 
the programs is missing from the analysis.  The review did 
not link the dropout and graduation rates to the 
effectiveness of the five programs listed in the report.  

The report provides findings and recommendations that 
resulted from the review of dropouts and reporting in the 
state.  One of the recommendations made was to provide 
an office within MDE to focus on “analyzing dropout data, 
researching dropout prevention strategies and programs, 
and assisting school districts to develop a plan for 
implementing best practices to prevent students from 
dropping out of school.”  

 

Staffing of the Office of Dropout Prevention 

MDE hired Dr. Sheril Smith as the first director of the 
Office of Dropout Prevention in September 2006.  Prior to 
the hiring of Dr. Smith, MDE had already begun working on 
the 2007 statewide dropout prevention plan.  Since 
assuming her position, Dr. Smith has provided the districts 
with materials on dropout prevention goals, strategies, and 
best practices.  She has also conducted training sessions 
featuring nationally recognized speakers in the area of 
dropout prevention.  She also provides technical assistance 
to districts upon request.  

 

Dropout Prevention Plans  

Accreditation Standard Requirements 

 

A process standard implemented in 1984 and amended 
over the years (currently Standard 17), has required since 
2004 the school districts to “develop[] a dropout 
prevention plan and implement[] programs designed to 
keep students in school and to lower student dropout 
rates.”  Violations of standards by school districts could 
result in action taken by the Commission on School 
Accreditation.  

 

MDE’s 2002 report on 
dropouts did not link 
the state’s dropout and 
graduation rates to the 
effectiveness of the 
programs listed in the 
report.  

A state accreditation 
process standard has 
required since 2004 
that school districts 
develop dropout 
prevention plans and 
implement programs 
designed to lower 
dropout rates. 
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2004 State Dropout Prevention Plans 

Although district dropout prevention programs have been 
required by MDE’s accreditation standards since 1984, it 
was not until 2004 that MDE created a statewide dropout 
prevention plan.  The 2004 state plan was based upon 
recommendations made by the Office of Educational 
Accountability.  The 2004 plan outlined the current 
dropout prevention initiatives, as well as future actions 
that will be utilized to meet the state’s goals in reducing 
dropouts.  Exhibit 7, page 27, lists the components 
incorporated into the 2004 dropout prevention plan. 

In compliance with Standard 17 and the new state plan in 
2004, district plans were also created addressing the state 
plan’s four stated goals based on what the district 
determined it could achieve during a specific school year.  
These plans were data driven and each district was 
required to establish a baseline for each of the goals 
promulgated by MDE.  Plans were to be updated annually 
to identify whether the district was meeting the targeted 
goals it set for itself and this information was then 
supposed to be submitted to MDE.  Before updates could 
be submitted to MDE, Hurricane Katrina hit Mississippi, 
and plans were never required to be updated afterward.  
(See Appendix H, page 69, for a sample 2004 district 
dropout prevention plan.) 

 

2007 Dropout Prevention Plans 

 

MDE began drafting the 2007 State Dropout Prevention 
Plan shortly after the Legislature passed Senate Bill 2602, 
2006 Regular Session, which created the Office of Dropout 
Prevention.  With the help of the National Dropout 
Prevention Center/Network and a task force made up of 
various stakeholders such as community organizations 
and business leaders, MDE created a new state dropout 
prevention plan with the components listed in Exhibit 8, 
page 28. 
 

In compliance with 
Standard 17 and the 
new state plan in 2004, 
district plans were 
created addressing the 
state plan’s four stated 
goals based on what 
the district determined 
it could achieve during 
a specific school year.   

MDE began drafting 
the 2007 State Dropout 
Prevention Plan shortly 
after the Legislature 
created the Office of 
Dropout Prevention in 
the 2006 Regular 
Session.  
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Exhibit 7:  Components of MDE’s 2004 State Dropout Prevention Plan 

 
• State and District Goals:     

     1. To increase the Average Daily Attendance for each school so that students 
          experience a continuous opportunity to learn; 
     2. To reduce the truancy rate for each school so that students experience 
          a continuous opportunity to learn; 
     3. To reduce the dropout rate for each school so that students experience 
          a continuous opportunity to learn; and 

     4. To strengthen assets or reduce risk factors that have been linked to students 
          dropping out of school. 
• History: Brief introduction and history of dropout prevention efforts and legislation      
      in Mississippi. 
• Departmental Goals: Nine goals that MDE seeks to accomplish to reduce the     
      dropout rate within the state. (See Appendix I, page 95, for the 2004 dropout    
      prevention goals.) 
• Revision:  Clause which states that the “goals and objectives will be revised  
      periodically according to identified needs.” 
• Comprehensive School Reform: 11 Components of comprehensive school reform   
      from the U. S. Department of Education and are set forth in the No Child Left     
      Behind Act and the Mississippi Assessment and Accountability Model. (See           
      Appendix J, page 96, for the components.) 
• State Initiatives: List of current state initiatives that have an impact on the dropout  
      and graduation rates.    
• Rate Calculations: Description of how dropout rates are calculated nationally and  
      in Mississippi. 
• Dropout Prevention Resources: List of resources that can be utilized in dropout   
      prevention, such as the National At-Risk Education Network and the National 
      Dropout Prevention Center/Network. 

SOURCE:  Mississippi Department of Education’s Strategic Dropout Prevention Plan, 2003-2014. 

 

Efforts to Ensure the Accuracy of Data (MSIS) 

 

In 2000, the Mississippi Department of Education 
developed and implemented the Mississippi Student 
Information System (MSIS).  This system, which tracks data 
on individual students over time, includes information 
about students who drop out, withdraw, re-enter school, or 
transfer to other public school districts within the state.  
MDE uses the information contained in MSIS to calculate 
graduation, completion, and dropout rates.  

The implementation of MSIS allowed MDE to calculate 
ninth through twelfth grade cohort rates, beginning with 
the student cohort that entered the ninth grade during the 
2001-2002 school year.  Implementation of MSIS will also 
allow MDE to calculate the seventh through twelfth grade 
cohort rates in the future. 

The Mississippi 
Student Information 
System tracks data on 
individual students 
over time.  MDE uses 
the information 
contained in MSIS to 
calculate graduation, 
completion, and 
dropout rates.  
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Exhibit 8:  Components of MDE’s 2007 State Dropout Prevention Plan 

 
• State Goals:     
     1. To increase the graduation rate for 9-12 cohort classes on a systematic basis to      
          85% by the 2018-2019 school year; 

     2. To reduce the statewide truancy rate by 50% by 2012-2013; and,  
     3. To reduce the statewide dropout rate by 50% by 2012-2013.  
         (See Appendix K, page 97, for the three statewide goals.) 
• History: Brief introduction and history of dropout prevention efforts and legislation      
      in Mississippi. 
• 15 Effective Strategies: The National Dropout Prevention Center/Network’s 15  
      Effective Strategies are defined and current state initiatives are categorized into the    
      15 strategies. (See Appendix L, page 99, for the 15 Effective Strategies.) 
• State Implementation Goals:  Nine implementation goals and the dates each are to   
      be accomplished are included. (See Appendix M, page 101, for the implementation  
      goals.) 
• 7 Critical Components: 7 Critical Components that will be utilized at the state and  

local levels to develop programs to meet the state’s three goals. (See Appendix N,  
      page 107, for the Critical Components.) 
• Superintendent’s Strategies: The plan includes 5 Superintendent’s Strategies “for  
      making changes necessary to improve the educational system, economic   
      development, and quality of life in this state dramatically.” (See Appendix O, page      
      109, for the Superintendent’s Strategies.) 
• Rate Calculations: Rate calculations for the state and individual school districts are  
      included. 
• Department Offices: Dropout prevention programs run by various offices within  
      MDE are included with a brief description of each. 

SOURCE:  Mississippi Department of Education’s State Dropout Prevention Plan, 2007-2019. 

 

School districts are responsible for maintaining records 
and reporting every month through MSIS the status of 
every student within their district to MDE.  The accuracy of 
any rates calculated by MDE depends on the accuracy and 
integrity of the information coded into MSIS by the 
individual school districts.   

MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-37-7 (2) (1972) authorizes the 
State Auditor to establish policies and procedures to 
ensure the accuracy and reliability of student data used to 
determine state funding for local school districts, 
including, but not limited to:  

a) On-site audits; 

b) An auditing process that ensures the 
timeliness and accuracy of reports generated 
by school districts of this state regarding all 
student transactions; 

c) An auditing process that provides for the 
timeliness, process and accuracy of the 
electronic transmission of all student data to 

The accuracy of rates 
calculated by MDE 
depends on the 
accuracy and integrity 
of the information 
coded into MSIS by the 
individual school 
districts.   
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the Mississippi Department of Education, 
including, but not limited to, student 
enrollment, attendance, transportation, 
absenteeism, graduation and dropouts and 
other student data and administrative 
functions as deemed necessary; 

d) An audit of the accuracy and validity of all 
student transactions using the Mississippi 
Student Information System; 

e) An audit process that ensures the timeliness 
and accuracy of reports, other than student 
data, required for submission in accordance 
with state law and/or State Board of Education 
policies. 

 

During the 2006-2007 school year, the Office of the State 
Auditor’s Average Daily Attendance Division conducted 
examinations of the Mississippi Student Information 
System in all Mississippi public schools.  The examinations 
were intended to determine whether schools could provide 
evidence of the following MSIS standards promulgated by 
MDE: 

 
• the running of monthly “holding area” reports;  
 
• documentation for each student’s excused 

absence (i. e., verification of data reports 
conducted by the district); 

 
• a verifiable process for approving attendance 

data to ensure accuracy; 
 

• a verifiable process for approving monthly 
student data to ensure accuracy; 

 
• written policies establishing a timeframe for 

releasing students in MSIS; and, 
 

• written policies establishing the requirements 
for excused absences. 

The Office of the State Auditor produced a report in 2006 
that showed how many schools in each school district met 
each of the above standards.  For example, according to 
the State Auditor’s report, 233 of the state’s public schools 
did not have a verifiable process for approving monthly 
student data to ensure accuracy. 

According to a 2006 
State Auditor’s report, 
233 of the state’s 
public schools did not 
have a verifiable 
process for approving 
monthly student data 
to ensure accuracy. 
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What have the individual Mississippi school districts done to address the dropout 

problem? 

School districts have dropout prevention programs in place and MDE has 
required the districts to develop dropout prevention plans in accordance 
with state dropout prevention plans, both in 2004 and 2007. 

School districts currently have programs in place to reduce 
the risk that a student will drop out of school.  These 
programs, which consist of both state and federal 
initiatives and programs created by the districts, have 
goals that will either directly or indirectly impact the 
districts’ dropout and graduation rates.  

In their 2004 dropout prevention plans, school districts 
organized their current programs based on the intended 
outcome or goal--e. g., increasing the Average Daily 
Attendance and reducing the dropout rate for each school.  

For example, programs implemented in Claiborne County 
School District, whose graduation rate for the 2001-2002 
ninth grade cohort is 85.3%, include Family Involvement, 
which involves conferences with parents on how to comply 
with the School Attendance Law, and Parents as Teachers, 
which offers “group counseling and training sessions for 
expectant mothers and peer coaching for students in 
grades 9-12.” (See Appendix H, page 69, for Claiborne 
County’s 2004 dropout prevention plan.) 

Current programs are being utilized to impact the dropout 
and graduation rates of the respective school districts.  
Some of these programs have been in place prior to the 
2004 dropout prevention plans and may continue to be 
utilized in the new 2007 district plans.  While a school 
district may conclude that it needs to add new programs 
to prevent students from dropping out, some districts are 
restricted by the availability of necessary funding for new 
programs.  As a result, the core of the dropout prevention 
programs could be the same in the new district plans.  
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Chapter 3: Has the early implementation phase 
of Mississippi’s current dropout prevention effort 
provided a foundation for success? 
 

While MDE’s current dropout prevention effort provides the districts with materials 
on dropout prevention goals and nationally recognized strategies and best 
practices, elements of the department’s program implementation pose concern.  
MDE did not evaluate the status and effectiveness of the districts’ 2004 dropout 
prevention plans, which would have helped to ensure the most efficient use of 
those plans in identifying and adopting best practices, to reduce confusion 
between existing plans and the requirements of the new plan, and to limit 
duplication of effort between the existing plans and the new plan.  PEER found no 
clearly defined strategy to ensure districts’ careful adherence to adopted best 
practices or to rigorous, ongoing program evaluation and oversight to ensure 
acceptable outcomes. 

 

To obtain the answer to this question, PEER sought the 
answers to related, more specific questions: 

• What are the nationally recognized best practices 
in preventing dropouts? 

• What steps need to be taken to ensure that best 
practices are implemented as effective district 
dropout prevention programs? 

• Has MDE taken the necessary steps to ensure that 
the districts successfully implement and/or 
develop their own best practices in dropout 
prevention? 

• How do the state’s current dropout prevention 
efforts interface with initiatives already in place? 

The following sections address each of these questions. 
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What are the nationally recognized best practices in preventing dropouts? 

Organizations such as the National Dropout Prevention Center/Network and 
the Southern Regional Education Board have identified programs proven 
through research to be effective in reducing at-risk behaviors associated 
with dropping out of school and have used the knowledge gained through 
successful implementation of these programs to develop broad “strategies” 
for states to use in dropout prevention.  

Over the past twenty years, the National Dropout 
Prevention Center/Network and the Southern Regional 
Education Board have devoted considerable time and 
effort to identifying ways of preventing students from 
dropping out of school.  Their research has yielded 
specific programs proven to be effective in reducing the 
number of students who drop out of school as well as 
broad strategies based on the lessons learned from 
successful programs that states can use to reduce their 
dropout rates. 

 

Effective Dropout Prevention Programs 

Based on an extensive review of the research literature and 
its own observation of dropout prevention programs 
across the nation, the National Dropout Prevention 
Center/Network (NDPC/N) has compiled a list of fifty 
“exemplary” programs proven to address particular risk 
factors associated with dropping out of school. 

Appendix P on page 114 contains a brief description of ten 
of the fifty “exemplary” programs identified by the 
NDPC/N.  PEER selected the ten programs solely to serve 
as examples of the model programs identified by the 
NDPC/N.  For each of the selected programs, the appendix 
includes a brief program overview as well as a description 
of the research method used to document the program’s 
effectiveness.  For example, the “Check and Connect” 
program, successfully implemented in Minnesota, provides 
at-risk students with a monitor/mentor who is responsible 
for assessing levels of student engagement and 
implementing interventions individualized to student 
needs.  According to four longitudinal studies using 
experimental and quasi-experimental design across all 
school levels, compared to students in control or 
comparison groups, students served by the program 
showed significant decreases in truancy, absenteeism, and 
dropout rates and increases in credit accrual and school 
completion. 

In another example, the Coca-Cola Valued Youth Program 
(VYP), which was successfully implemented in San 
Antonio, Texas, is a tutoring program that pairs at-risk 
elementary students with secondary students who are also 
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at risk.  The goal of the program is to reduce dropout rates 
by improving the students’ self-esteem and academic 
performance.  The program was evaluated using a quasi-
experimental design with a matched comparison group for 
up to two years after the program was implemented.  
Reading grades were significantly higher for students who 
participated in the program and they also showed 
significant improvement in their attitudes toward 
attending school.  As a result, the dropout rate was lower 
for the students who completed the program. 

In terms of broad categories of services/strategies used by 
the exemplary programs, the NDPC/N noted that the most 
common strategy used by the programs was life skills 
development (used by thirty programs), followed by family 
strengthening (twenty-three programs) and academic 
support and family therapy (ten programs each). 

 

Strategies for Dropout Prevention 

Strategies of the National Dropout Prevention Center/Network 

Through its research into effective dropout prevention 
programs, in May 2005 the National Dropout Prevention 
Center/Network published its “Fifteen Effective Strategies 
for Improving Student Attendance and Truancy 
Prevention” (refer to Appendix L on page 99).  The NDPC/N 
noted that it chose to focus on attendance problems and 
truancy because they are usually precursors to dropping 
out of school and because the No Child Left Behind Act 
(2002) placed an increased emphasis on attendance when 
it authorized its use as an additional indicator of Adequate 
Yearly Progress (AYP). 

The NDPC/N has grouped its “strategies” into the 
following four general categories: school and community 
perspective, early interventions, basic core strategies, and 
making the most of instruction.  According to the NDPC/N, 
“positive outcomes will result when school districts 
develop a program improvement plan that encompasses 
most or all of these strategies.” 

It should be noted that the NDPC/N’s “strategies” do not 
provide specific plans of action for school districts to 
follow.  Instead, they identify broad areas of focus found 
in the range of successful dropout prevention programs. 
For example, one of the NDPC/N’s “strategies” is “family 
engagement.”  In expounding on the strategy, the NDPC/N 
states “Research consistently finds that family engagement 
has a direct, positive effect on children’s achievement and 
is the most accurate predictor of a student’s success in 
school.”  The “strategy” does not list the most successful 
ways of engaging a family that is not engaged.  A district 
that has identified family engagement as a problem 
contributing to its dropout rate would have to either 
implement a research-proven program focusing on this 

Although the National 
Dropout Prevention 
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  PEER Report #508 34 

strategy or develop its own program according to the 
guidelines established by the NDPC/N (refer to discussion 
on page 35). 

 

Strategies of the Southern Regional Education Board 

 

In 2006, legislatures and educational leaders from twenty-
six states participated in a forum that examined successful 
strategies for improving high school graduation rates and 
student achievement currently being employed in the 
nation’s high schools.  As a result of this forum, the 
Southern Regional Education Board has developed ten 
strategies for improving high school graduation rates and 
student achievement (see Appendix Q on page 119 for the 
ten strategies).  Because these strategies do not specifically 
target dropout prevention, their primary focus is on 
academic issues (e. g., “Strategy 2: Getting students ready 
for challenging high school studies is the primary mission 
of middle school education”).  As shown in Appendix Q, 
SREB includes examples of actions states can take to 
implement each of its ten strategies--e. g., an action step 
listed under Strategy 2 is: “Establish policies to increase 
annually the percentages of eight-graders taking and 
succeeding in pre-algebra and Algebra I.”  Another action 
step listed under Strategy 3 (“Focus attention on the 
middle grades to ninth grade transition”) is to “improve 
the ninth-grade student to teacher ratio.” 

 

What steps need to be taken to ensure that best practices are implemented as 

effective district dropout prevention programs? 

While MDE’s Office of Dropout Prevention has supplied the districts with the 
best practices in dropout prevention from the National Dropout Prevention 
Center/Network at Clemson University and the Southern Regional Education 
Board, the successful development and implementation of effective dropout 
prevention programs require careful adherence to established best practices 
as well as rigorous and ongoing program evaluation and oversight.  

In its 2007 report entitled “Dropout Risk Factors and 
Exemplary Programs: A Technical Report,” the National 
Dropout Prevention Center/Network (NDPC/N) emphasizes 
the importance of proper implementation of best practices 
to program success. 

According to the NDPC/N: 

Once risk factors are identified, practitioners 
face the decision of which program or 
programs to implement to address these 
factors. The success of prevention efforts 
depends greatly on the types of programs 
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PEER Report #508  35 

used, making it crucial to select programs 
that have been proven effective for identified 
risk factors. Many programs, however are 
being used around the country with little or 
no knowledge about their development or 
actual program effects…Reliance on 
evidence-based programs and evaluation of 
programs being implemented can help 
ensure that the most effective programs are 
being used. 

The NDPC/N identified the following important “lessons” 
learned from the research literature for practitioners 
implementing existing programs or developing their own: 

1. Multiple risk factors across several domains 
should be addressed whenever possible to 
increase the likelihood that the program will 
produce positive results. 

2. Multiple strategies should be used to help 
assure program impact. 

3. When adopting an existing program, 
research points to the need for these 
programs to be fully implemented and to be 
implemented as they were designed. . . .Any 
changes to the strategies or partial 
implementation of the program will alter the 
program outcomes. 

4. Program planners who develop their own 
strategies need to use evidence-based 
strategies proven to impact the risk factors 
they are addressing and develop strategies 
based on best practice. 

5. Whether adopting an existing program or 
developing a new one, practitioners need to 
use evidence-based strategies to evaluate 
programs to assure effectiveness. Programs 
should be evaluated and use behavioral 
outcome measures to monitor resulting 
reduction in problem behaviors and addition 
of positive behaviors. Evaluation is 
particularly crucial for those developing 
their own programs and strategies to make 
sure that the most effective strategies were 
selected and that they effectively address 
identified risk factors. 

In order to maximize the effectiveness of either an existing 
evidence-based program or a new program based on best 
practices, the NDPC/N also notes that “programs need to 
be implemented for a long enough period of time to have 
an impact on problem behaviors.” 

In addition to the critical implementation issues addressed 
by the NDPC/N, PEER notes that due to the financial 
constraints that all districts face, the districts need to 
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know the cost per student for each of the exemplary 
dropout prevention programs, as well as which of the 
exemplary dropout prevention programs are the most 
cost-effective.  

 

Has MDE taken the necessary steps to ensure that the districts successfully 

implement and/or develop their own best practices in dropout prevention? 

While MDE has provided the districts with materials on dropout prevention 
goals, strategies, and best practices, it has not evaluated the state’s current 
dropout prevention programs to determine whether they conform to best 
practices.  Without ensuring that program content and implementation 
adhere to best practices, the state cannot maximize its effectiveness in 
addressing its dropout problem.  Further, because MDE has not provided the 
districts with cost data for the fifty “exemplary” programs identified by the 
NDPC/N, the districts cannot maximize their use of scarce resources in 
addressing their dropout problems. 

While staff of the National Dropout Prevention 
Center/Network have categorized Mississippi’s current 
state and federally funded dropout prevention programs 
into the Fifteen Effective Strategies, MDE has not 
researched and evaluated current programs to determine 
their conformance to best practices or the effect the 
programs have on the risk factors for dropping out of 
school.  Although MDE does provide guidance when 
districts specifically request such, MDE has not supplied 
all of the 152 districts with the additional criteria needed 
to classify current dropout prevention programs properly 
according to the National Dropout Prevention 
Center/Network’s Fifteen Effective Strategies.  Without 
proper classification of programs, districts might not be 
aware of gaps in program coverage.  

 

No Evaluation of Dropout Prevention Programs to Determine 
Conformance to Best Practices 

MDE has not evaluated the state’s current dropout prevention programs 
to determine whether the programs conform to best practices as 
identified by the National Dropout Prevention Center/Network in its 2007 
Technical Report.  

As discussed on page 35, according to the National 
Dropout Prevention Center/Network (NDPC/N), in order 
for a program to be successful in reducing the number of 
students who drop out of school, the strategies used must 
“have been proven effective for identified risk factors.”  
Also, “reliance on evidence-based programs and evaluation 
of programs being implemented can help ensure that the 
most effective programs are being used.”  
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MDE has not evaluated the current dropout prevention 
programs to determine whether they conform to the best 
practices identified by the NDPC/N in its 2007 Technical 
Report.  Without this determination, the districts could be 
wasting valuable resources on programs that might not 
conform to best practices and might not achieve the 
desired outcome of a significant reduction in dropouts.  

Also, the Office of Dropout Prevention has not provided 
the districts with much needed cost data on the fifty 
“exemplary” programs identified by the NDPC/N.  
Currently, any district interested in implementing one of 
the “exemplary” programs would have to obtain cost data 
either from the NDPC/N or directly from the program 
contact.  It would be much more efficient for MDE to 
obtain the data and make it available to all districts rather 
than each of the state’s 152 districts trying to obtain their 
own cost data.   

While the director of the Office of Dropout Prevention 
expressed concern to the districts that they might not be 
able to implement all of the components of any of the fifty 
“exemplary” programs because of monetary constraints, as 
noted on page 35, in its 2007 Technical Report, the 
NDPC/N cautioned, “when adopting an existing exemplary 
program, research points to the need for these programs 
to be fully implemented and to be implemented as they 
are designed. . . .Any changes to the strategies or partial 
implementation of the program will alter the program 
outcomes.”  

 

Vagueness in Criteria for Classifying Programs According to 
Different Strategies 

MDE has not provided the districts with sufficient guidance to classify 
current dropout prevention programs properly according to the National 
Dropout Prevention Center/Network’s Fifteen Effective Strategies, which 
could result in gaps in program coverage.  

MDE has supplied the districts with two reports from the 
National Dropout Prevention Center/Network that broadly 
define each of the 15 Effective Strategies and provide 
corresponding “exemplary” programs to be implemented 
at the district level.  Based on PEER’s analysis of these 
reports, school districts would not have sufficient 
information with which to classify current district dropout 
programs within the 15 Effective Strategies.  

According to the National Dropout Prevention 
Center/Network, the 15 Effective Strategies have the 
biggest impact on reducing dropouts when all of the 
strategies are utilized together within the school district.  
In order for the school district to ascertain whether each 
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of the strategies is represented in various dropout 
prevention programs, the districts must be able to classify 
each program under the correct strategy.  

While the 2007 state plan, as well as the 2004 state plan, 
requires the districts to classify their dropout prevention 
programs according to the 15 Effective Strategies, MDE has 
not provided the districts with adequate criteria for 
placing programs within the strategies.  As shown in 
Appendix L on page 99, the descriptions of the different 
strategies can encompass numerous initiatives, making it 
difficult to determine whether the districts are properly 
classifying their programs.  Although MDE has conducted 
three regional training sessions (refer to discussion on 
page 41) and has offered additional assistance to districts 
at the districts’ request, MDE has not taken a proactive 
approach to provide all of the districts with specific 
information regarding how they should classify current 
programs within the NDPC/N’s 15 Effective Strategies.  

By properly categorizing the programs, the district would 
be able to determine which of the broad strategies are 
missing from their dropout prevention efforts and 
whether new programs are needed to fill any gaps.  

 

How do the state’s current dropout prevention efforts interface with initiatives 

already in place? 

Prior to the 2007 State Dropout Prevention Plan, initiatives were already in 
place at both the state and district level.  MDE has not evaluated them to 
determine whether a new effort was needed or to ensure that the new 
initiative would advance the state’s progress toward achieving an 85% 
graduation rate by the 2018-2019 school year. 

Both the districts and MDE have had dropout prevention 
initiatives in place since the Education Reform Act of 1982 
and the current MDE effort is utilizing some of the same 
dropout prevention programs that were already in place in 
the school districts.  Despite the fact that these measures 
already existed in individual districts, MDE is mandating 
new district plans instead of evaluating and building on 
previous district plans. 

 

New State Dropout Prevention Plans Duplicate Effort 

In implementing MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-13-80, MDE has required 
districts to create new dropout prevention plans rather than requiring 
the districts to review and amend their 2004 dropout prevention plans as 
needed. This requirement has created confusion and possibly 
unnecessary work for the districts. 

Although the state and the districts are required to implement 
dropout prevention programs, plans were already in place prior to 
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the effective date of the statute.  By the 2008-2009 school year, 
both MDE and each school district will have drawn up new plans 
with similar objectives and programs as the 2004 plans, albeit in 
a slightly different format.  

 

Shortly after the passage of Senate Bill 2602, 2006 Regular 
Session, which created the Office of Dropout Prevention 
and is codified in MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-13-80 
(1972), an MDE task force worked with the National 
Dropout Prevention Center/Network to create a new 
statewide dropout prevention plan.  (See page 23 for 
discussion of the creation of the office.)  According to the 
director of the Office of Dropout Prevention, her first task 
upon assuming the job of director in September 2006 was 
to create a new state dropout prevention plan that was 
approved by the Board of Education in February 2007.  The 
2004 and 2007 state and district dropout prevention plans 
contain similar components and goals for dropout 
prevention.  

While the goals of the 2007 state dropout prevention plan 
seek to reduce the truancy and dropout rates by a certain 
percentage statewide, the 2004 plan sought to reduce the 
two rates based on benchmarks the districts believed they 
could meet within their communities.  Also, the two plans 
share similar goals that are targeted at reducing the 
dropout rate.  For example, the 2004 plan sets a goal of 
having all Mississippi students taught by highly qualified 
teachers and requires all schools to “reach high standards, 
attaining proficiency or better in reading/language arts 
and mathematics.”  The Superintendent’s Strategies in the 
2007 plan include goals of increasing the “quality and 
quantity of teachers” and the “rigor of the curriculum and 
assessment system” (refer to Appendix O, page 109, for 
the Superintendent’s Strategies).  Both plans required the 
districts to classify their dropout prevention programs 
under the 15 Effective Strategies from the National 
Dropout Prevention Center/Network. 

The 2004 district dropout prevention plans detailed the 
programs and activities being utilized by the districts to 
address the four goals of the 2004 state plan (see 
discussion of the goals on page 26).  Corresponding 
performance indicators (such as reducing the dropout rate 
by .54%) and baseline data (from a then-current dropout 
rate of .68%) were required in connection with the dropout 
prevention programs (see Appendix H, page 69, for a 
sample 2004 district dropout prevention plan).  This 
information was formatted into a chart that can now be 
found in a similar format in the new template for the 
current district plans, minus the requirement that the 
program’s specific activities be addressed.  

Instead of asking the districts to review their 2004 plans 
and amend them as needed, MDE mandated the creation of 
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new plans in 2007 to address the new state initiative.  No 
assessment was conducted prior to the creation of the 
2007 State Dropout Prevention Plan to determine whether 
the current initiative was working or whether a new 
initiative would be more effective.  Although MISS. CODE 
ANN. Section 37-13-80 (1972) establishes a new goal of 
increasing the statewide graduation rate to 85% by the 
2018-2019 school year, the 2004 state plan incorporates a 
clause that would have allowed the past state goals and 
objectives contained in the plan to “be revised periodically 
according to identified needs.”  

 

Valuable time has been used to create new plans that could have 
been better spent evaluating programs to ensure there is a 
positive effect on the dropout and graduation rates.  

Although the template for the 2007 district dropout 
prevention plans requires the compilation of data such as 
the demographics of students and teachers and the 
number of GED students and truants in the school district, 
the template distributed to the school districts by the 
Office of Dropout Prevention includes several areas that 
were included in the 2004 district plans (such as 
performance indicators on current dropout prevention 
programs, baseline data for each year, and a list of current 
district programs).  Even though the 2004 district plans 
were supposed to be updated annually, the director of the 
Office of Dropout Prevention explains that the reason 
behind the new plans is to provide an update on current 
district initiatives and proposed dropout prevention 
programs.  

The new district plans, while they are not required to 
conform to the specific format of the template, must 
contain certain components, such as including both 
current and proposed dropout prevention initiatives. (See 
Appendix M, page 101, for the required components of the 
district dropout prevention plans.)  

The plans must also address the NDPC/N’s 15 Effective 
Strategies, as well as the Superintendent’s 5 Strategies, 
although the two are not interrelated. (See Appendix L, 
page 99, for the 15 Effective Strategies and Appendix O, 
page 109, for the Superintendent’s Strategies.) 

 

Districts are being asked to complete the same work that was 
done in 2004, creating confusion and dissatisfaction within the 
districts.  

PEER has learned in interviews with personnel from 
selected school districts that as a result of the change in 
state plans, MDE has created confusion within the some of 
the districts with regard to what is required under the new 
initiative.  In 2004, a dropout prevention committee was 
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formed in each district and a needs assessment was 
conducted to determine the areas that needed to be 
addressed in the district plan.  Now, in 2007, much of the 
earlier work is being repeated without the benefit of 
knowing whether any of the previous efforts made a 
difference in the graduation and dropout rates. Districts 
have not been given a chance to determine whether their 
existing programs have met the goals laid out in the 2004 
plans.  Many of the districts already have programs in 
place, and while some may change and add programs 
based on their needs assessments, the 2004 plans contain 
similar information that will be found in the new district 
plans.   

While some programs may have changed since the 2004 
plan was created, selected districts have reported that the 
backbone of the 2007 plan is the same. 

 

Training Sessions Lack Sufficient Instruction Regarding 
Implementation of District Dropout Prevention Plans  

While the Office of Dropout Prevention is conducting training sessions in 
accordance with the timeline set out in the state dropout plan, the 
training sessions do not provide the districts with the essential steps 
needed to create and implement a district dropout prevention plan.  

Although noted national speakers have enhanced district leaders’ 
understanding of the dropout problem nationally, districts had 
anticipated that training sessions would provide step-by-step 
instructions for drafting district plans. 

MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-3-46 (c) (1972) states that 
MDE will “provide to local school districts technical 
assistance in the development, implementation and 
administration of programs designed to keep children in 
school voluntarily and to prevent dropouts.” 

Although the office is fulfilling the requirement that it 
must provide dropout prevention program training 
sessions to districts, selected district officials interviewed 
by PEER stated that these training sessions did not provide 
sufficient guidance on how to conduct the needs 
assessments and implement dropout prevention plans.  As 
a result, several districts have hired consultants instead of 
relying on the technical assistance provided by the office.  
PEER notes that its conclusion regarding the training 
sessions providing insufficient guidance on the needs 
assessments and dropout prevention plans is based on 
PEER’s observations during attendance at the September 
training session and through interviews with staff of 
selected school districts.  This conclusion is not a 
generalization for all public school districts.  

In comparing the records of district training sessions held 
in 2004 and the guidelines and training sessions held in 
2007, PEER noted differences in the information and level 
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of assistance provided by MDE.  While in 2004 MDE did not 
draft guidelines for the districts in the development of 
dropout prevention plans, training sessions did take the 
districts step-by-step through the process of creating a 
district dropout prevention plan.  The training sessions, 
held in conjunction with the Southwest Educational 
Development Laboratory, walked the districts through a 
four-step process that used a “logic model for dropout 
prevention” to address each of the four goals of the 2004 
state dropout prevention plan (refer to Exhibit 7, page 27, 
for the goals of the 2004 plan).  These steps included 
completing a needs assessment, identifying performance 
indicators, selecting scientifically research based programs 
and strategies, and answering evaluation questions.  

In 2007, the office has made available to the districts the 
following three sets of guidelines:  “Guidelines for the 
Development of Local Dropout Prevention Teams & 
Supporting Data on Dropout Prevention,” “Guidelines for 
the Development of a Local District Needs Assessment,” 
and “Guidelines for the Development of a Local Dropout 
Prevention Plan.”  These guidelines provide a timeline for 
state implementation goals that have or will be completed 
by MDE.  The guidelines also contain the required 
components that must be found within the plans and 
additional research in dropout prevention.  While MDE has 
provided this information, these guidelines and district 
training sessions lack step-by-step instructions on how to 
develop a district dropout prevention plan.  

Speakers from nationally recognized institutions, such as 
Johns Hopkins University, have attended the 2007 training 
sessions to provide the districts with an insight into the 
dropout problem as it exists throughout the country.  
While these speakers have valuable information on the 
reasons students drop out of school, in interviews 
representatives from different school districts reported 
that they anticipated that these training sessions would 
walk the districts through both the needs assessments and 
the district plans.  District personnel reported that instead 
of the group activities planned during the sessions, they 
wanted information on how to conduct the needs 
assessments and the district dropout prevention plans.  
Districts have also reported that they are not receiving 
direction from MDE on the district plans and are 
frustrated because similar information is disseminated at 
each meeting.  

According to MDE, 126 school districts were represented 
at the three regional training sessions.  At the training 
sessions in September, October, and November, the office 
had a template on hand for the district plans and for the 
needs assessments, but districts are not required to follow 
these formats as long as the mandatory components are 
found within the plan. (See Appendix M, page 101, for the 
required components of the district plans.)  Although PEER 
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was able to obtain a copy after requesting one from the 
director, some districts reported that they did not receive 
a district plan template from the office during the training 
sessions, although it is now available on the office’s 
website.  

Also, the Office of Dropout Prevention does not currently 
have criteria in place to evaluate the new district plans 
that will start to become due in February 2008.  Since the 
office does not currently have criteria for evaluating the 
plans after the districts submit them, the office staff will 
be unable to prepare a district during training sessions 
concerning what the office will be seeking.  While the 
office does provide components that must be included in 
the plan, the criteria for evaluation and providing effective 
feedback to the districts in a timely manner before 
implementation during the 2008-2009 school year have 
not been developed.  

 

PEER has observed in both training sessions and interviews with 
district personnel that the lack of assistance at the outset from 
the office is causing confusion within the districts and delays in 
completing both the districts’ needs assessments and their draft 
dropout prevention plans. 

Since the results of the needs assessments are not 
required to be submitted, but instead are a part of the 
plan, the office has no way of knowing whether the 
districts are surveying the necessary groups within the 
needs assessment or whether the district is adequately 
assessing the current dropout environment within the 
community.  PEER observed that at least one school 
district has no plans of surveying the community during 
its needs assessment.  

While the office’s staff claims that they will be able to see 
the results of the needs assessments within the district 
plans, some districts have not conducted assessments on 
all interested parties, such as community members and 
dropouts themselves.    

The 2007 state plan has set out a timeline for receiving 
draft plans from districts, and divides the 152 districts 
into northern, central and southern school districts.  The 
first draft district dropout prevention plans are due in 
February 2008 from the northern districts.  Since several 
districts waited until the training sessions in September, 
October, and November to begin the needs assessments, 
the districts have less time to complete all the necessary 
steps before the draft is due.  

Although MDE has provided the districts with guidelines 
on conducting needs assessments and developing district 
dropout prevention plans, staff of selected districts 
interviewed by PEER expressed a need for more assistance 
from the Office of Dropout Prevention at the training 

The Office of Dropout 
Prevention does not 
have criteria in place 
to evaluate the new 
district plans that will 
start to become due in 
February 2008.   
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sessions in completing these two requirements.  As noted 
previously, the training sessions did not walk the districts 
through the process of creating the needs assessments 
and dropout plans that many of districts had been looking 
for, leaving the dropout prevention teams to either require 
additional help from the office, hire consultants, or 
develop a process on their own.  Since funding for dropout 
prevention programs and consultants is left up to the 
districts and due to monetary constraints, districts may 
not be able to implement new dropout prevention 
programs.  According to MDE, forty-seven school districts 
had requested additional assistance from the office during 
the 2006-07 school year and through the summer of 2007.  

 

No Evaluation of Existing Initiatives 

Prior to the implementation of a new State Dropout Prevention Plan in 
2007, the department did not conduct a review of existing initiatives to 
determine the effect of current programs on the dropout and graduation 
rate, or whether a new focus was needed to increase the graduation rate. 

A 2002 MDE report on dropouts did not assess the 
effectiveness of individual dropout programs and the 
department’s Office of Educational Accountability does 
not plan to assess the effectiveness of individual dropout 
prevention programs, despite a mandate in the current 
state plan to do so.  According to MISS. CODE ANN. Section 
37-151-9 (2) (1972), assessments of programs established 
under the Education Reform Act of 1982 are the 
responsibility of the Office of Educational Accountability.  

As noted on page 24, the office completed its report on 
dropouts in December 2002.  However, in assessing public 
school dropout programs in 2002, the office did not 
identify the outputs, outcomes, or efficiency of individual 
programs.  While this review and the recommendations 
contained therein have led to implementation of a system 
that tries to ensure that data is reported accurately at the 
district level, the report does not assess any of the 
dropout prevention programs in place.  Instead of being a 
program assessment review, the report provides an 
overview, or “snapshot” of the state of the dropout 
situation in Mississippi as of December 2002.  

According to the 2007 state plan, an assessment of 
individual programs “will be conducted to determine the 
level of implementation and overall impact of each 
program on dropout prevention.”  According to the 
director of the Office of Educational Accountability, MDE 
does not have the resources to review the effectiveness of 
individual dropout prevention programs.  Instead, the 
department will only monitor dropout and graduation 
rates in each district as a very broad measure of their 
dropout prevention programs’ effectiveness.  The problem 
with this strategy is that it does not yield sufficient 

The department will 
only monitor dropout 
and graduation rates 
in each district as a 
very broad measure of 
their dropout 
prevention programs’ 
effectiveness.  The 
problem with this 
strategy is that it does 
not yield sufficient 
information for a 
district to make 
needed adjustments to 
its dropout prevention 
programs. 
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information for a district to make needed adjustments to 
its dropout prevention programs.  In order to achieve the 
ambitious statewide goals for graduation and dropout 
prevention, each district will need to implement best 
practices and measure the efficiency and effectiveness of 
individual dropout prevention programs in meeting their 
specific program objectives. 

 

Public Awareness Campaign Delayed 

The new state plan encompasses seven critical components “to be 
implemented at the state and local levels.”  Of those seven components, 
the public relations dropout prevention awareness campaign has not yet 
been completed by MDE, despite the recommendation of the department’s 
own consultant to initiate a “kickoff campaign” in September 2006 at the 
beginning of the state’s new dropout prevention efforts. 

The new state dropout prevention plan incorporates seven 
Critical Components for increasing the graduation rate and 
reducing the dropout rate, including a Public Relations 
Dropout Prevention Awareness Campaign and an 
assessment of current initiatives. (See Appendix N, page 
107, for the 7 Critical Components)  According to the state 
plan, “by April 2007, Dropout Prevention Taskforce 
meetings will convene based on each component, with 
representation from Local Dropout Prevention team 
members, to set timelines for implementation and 
methods for evaluation for each component.”  The Office 
of Dropout Prevention has yet to complete either of these 
two components.  (See page 44 for discussion of the 
assessment of existing initiatives.)  

MDE has recently secured $1.5 million from a private 
source for a media dropout campaign to begin in 2008.  
The timing of the media campaign has been dictated by 
the availability of funds and will include commercials and 
summits to change the culture of education in Mississippi 
in accordance with one of the superintendent’s strategies 
to “create a culture in Mississippi that understands the 
value of education.”  At least one district has reported that 
the lack of a statewide campaign at the outset of the 
process of creating district plans has opened poorer 
performing districts to attack and criticism from the 
community based on a drop in the graduation rate due to 
the new calculation being employed by MDE.  Another 
district reported that, because of its comparatively high 
graduation rate, the community does not feel that there is 
a problem. 

As a result of beginning a media campaign after the new 
cohort data was released and districts have begun their 
needs assessment and drafting their district dropout 
prevention plans, districts are being scrutinized by their 
communities for a reduction in the district graduation rate 
that is a result of a new method of calculating the rates 

Had a public 
awareness campaign 
occurred before 
releasing the new 
graduation rates, it 
would have helped the 
communities that the 
districts serve 
understand why rates 
have changed and why 
a new plan or initiative 
is needed.   
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based on a four-year cohort.  Had a campaign occurred 
before releasing the new rates, it would have helped the 
communities that the districts serve understand why rates 
have changed and why a new plan or initiative is needed.  
It also could have brought awareness to the communities 
that the graduation rate is a statewide issue.  
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Recommendations 
 

1. The Department of Education should evaluate the 
current dropout prevention programs to ensure 
that the programs are implemented correctly and 
to measure the efficiency and effectiveness of each 
program in meeting its specific program objectives.  

a.   The Office of Dropout Prevention 
should evaluate the state’s current 
dropout prevention programs to 
determine whether they conform to 
best practices. 

b.  The Office of Dropout Prevention 
should provide the districts with 
cost and cost-effectiveness data on 
the fifty exemplary programs 
identified by the National Dropout 
Prevention Center/Network. 

c.   The Office of Dropout Prevention 
should focus on the school districts 
with the highest dropout rates and 
the lowest graduation rates in the 
state and provide assistance in 
implementing new dropout 
prevention programs that conform 
to best practices and in evaluating 
current measures in place.  

d. The Office of Dropout Prevention 
should immediately draft criteria for 
evaluating the district dropout 
prevention plans to aid the districts 
in understanding what is expected in 
the plans that are due beginning in 
February 2008.  

2. The Legislature should amend MISS. CODE ANN. 
Section 37-13-80 (1972) to require the Office of 
Dropout Prevention to report annually to the 
Legislature the following: 

a.   a list of the districts whose 
graduation, dropout, and completion 
rates have increased or decreased 
the most (beginning on January 1, 
2009); 

b. which districts are achieving their 
goals and which are not reaching the 
objectives set forth by the districts 
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in the district plans (beginning on 
January 1, 2010); and, 

c. what is being done in the school 
districts with the highest dropout 
rates and the lowest graduation 
rates to increase the graduation rate 
and reduce the dropout rate 
(beginning on January 1, 2009).  
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Appendix D: State Rankings Based on the 2006 Averaged Freshman 
Graduation Rate 

 
State Graduation Rate (2006) 

1.  Minnesota 90.1 

2.  Vermont 89.3 

3.  Iowa 86.4 

4.  Wisconsin 86.3 

5.  New Jersey 85.7 

6.  Maine 81.6 

7.  Arizona 80.3 

7.  Nebraska 80.3 

9.  New Hampshire 80.2 

10. North Dakota  80.0 

11. Montana 79.7 

12. South Dakota 79.4 

13. Utah 78.8 

14. Pennsylvania 78.7 

15. Arkansas 78.3 

16. Idaho 78.2 

16. Missouri 78.2 

18. Connecticut 78.0 

19. Kansas 77.7 

20. Virginia 75.0 

21. Oklahoma 74.2 

22. Illinois 73.9 

22. Wyoming 73.9 

24. Massachusetts 73.6 

25. Ohio 73.4 

25. Oregon 73.4 

27. Maryland 73.3 

28. Colorado 73.1 

29. West Virginia 72.9 

30. Kentucky 71.5 

31. California 70.0 

32. Delaware 68.6 

33. Tennessee 68.3 

34. Michigan 67.8 

35. Indiana 67.3 

36. Washington 66.6 

37. Hawaii 66.0 

38. North Carolina 65.5 

39. Rhode Island 65.1 

40. Alaska 65.0 

41. Mississippi 64.6 

42. Texas 63.9 

43. New York 63.1 

44. Louisiana 62.2 

45. Georgia 62.1 

46. New Mexico 60.0 

47. Alabama 58.7 



 

  PEER Report #508 62 

48. Nevada 58.4 

49. South Carolina 55.8 

50. Florida 52.3 

 
SOURCE: Morgan Quitno Press using data from National Education Association, Washington, D.C. 
"Rankings & Estimates" and U.S. Department of Education, as quoted in State Rankings 2007. 
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Appendix E: State Rankings Based on the 2002 Annual Event Dropout 
Rates 

 
State Dropout Rate (2002) 

1.  Arizona 10.5 

2.  Alaska 8.1 

3.  New York 7.1 

3.  Washington 7.1 

5.  Louisiana 7.0 

6.  Georgia 6.5 

7.  Illinois 6.4 

7.  Nevada 6.4 

9.  Delaware 6.2 

10. Wyoming 5.8 

11. North Carolina 5.7 

12. Arkansas 5.3 

13. New Mexico 5.2 

14. Hawaii 5.1 

15. Oregon 4.9 

16. Oklahoma 4.4 

17. Rhode Island 4.3 

18. Nebraska 4.2 

19. Kentucky 4.0 

19. New Hampshire 4.0 

19. Vermont 4.0 

22. Idaho 3.9 

22. Maryland 3.9 

22. Mississippi 3.9 

22. Montana 3.9 

26. Minnesota 3.8 

26. Tennessee 3.8 

26. Texas 3.8 

29. Alabama 3.7 

29. Florida 3.7 

29. Utah 3.7 

29. West Virginia 3.7 

33. Missouri 3.6 

34. Pennsylvania 3.3 

34. South Carolina 3.3 

36. Kansas 3.1 

36. Ohio 3.1 

38. Virginia 2.9 

39. Maine 2.8 

39. South Dakota 2.8 

41. Connecticut 2.6 

42. New Jersey  2.5 

43. Iowa 2.4 

44. Indiana 2.3 

45. North Dakota  2.0 

46. Wisconsin 1.9 

NA California NA 
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NA Colorado NA 

NA Massachusetts NA 

NA Michigan NA 

 
SOURCE: U. S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics "Dropout Rates in 
the United States: 2002 and 2003," as quoted in State Rankings 2007. 
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Appendix F: State Rankings Based on the Percentage of the State’s 
Population 25 and Over who have Completed High School 

 
State Population Over 25 who 

have Completed High 
School (2005) 

1.  Wyoming 91.3 

2.  Alaska 91.0 

3.  Minnesota 90.9 

4.  Montana  90.7 

5.  Utah 90.1 

6.  New Hampshire 89.9 

7.  Iowa 89.6 

8.  Nebraska 89.5 

8.  Vermont 89.5 

10. Maine 89.0 

11. Washington 88.8 

11. Wisconsin 88.8 

13. Colorado 88.7 

13. Kansas 88.7 

15. South Dakota 88.6 

16. North Dakota 88.2 

17. Hawaii 88.1 

18. Massachusetts 88.0 

19. Connecticut 87.9 

20. Oregon 87.5 

21. Maryland 87.0 

21. Michigan 87.0 

23. Idaho 86.7 

23. Pennsylvania 86.7 

25. New Jersey 86.3 

25. Ohio 86.3 

27. Illinois 85.7 

28. Delaware 85.6 

29. Virginia 85.4 

30. Indiana 85.3 

31. Missouri 85.0 

32. Florida 84.6 

33. New York 84.3 

33. Oklahoma 84.3 

35. Arizona 83.8 

36. Rhode Island 83.5 

37. Georgia 82.8 

37. Nevada  82.8 

39. North Carolina 82.3 

40. New Mexico  82.0 

41. South Carolina 81.7 

42. Tennessee 81.2 

42. West Virginia 81.2 

44. Arkansas 81.0 

45. Louisiana  80.5 
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46. Alabama 80.3 

47. California 80.1 

48. Kentucky 79.0 

49. Texas 78.8 

50. Mississippi 78.5 

 
SOURCE: U. S. Bureau of the Census, American Community Survey "Percent of People 25 and Over 
Who Have Completed High School," as quoted in State Rankings 2007. 
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Appendix G: Brief Description of Federal Programs used by MDE in its 
Dropout Prevention Efforts 

 

Title Part Federal Program Initiative 

I A Federal Programs under Title 1, Part A are designed to support state and local school 
reform efforts tied to challenging state academic standards in order to reinforce and 
amplify efforts to improve teaching and learning for students farthest from meeting 
state standards. 

I B.1 Through Reading First Grants, states and districts will receive support to apply 
scientifically based reading research—and proven instructional and assessment tools 
consistent with this research—to ensure that all children learn to read well by the 
end of third grade.  

I  B.3 Even Start Family Literacy Programs are school-community partnerships that help 
break the cycle of poverty and illiteracy by integrating early childhood education, 
adult literacy or adult basic education, and parenting education into a unified family 
literacy program.  

I C The Migrant Education Program ensures the migrant children who move among the 
states are not penalized in any manner by disparities among states in terms of 
curriculum, graduation requirements, and state academic content and academic 
achievement standards. 

I D.1 The Neglected and Delinquent Program provides formula grants for supplementary 
education services to help provide education continuity for children and youths in 
state-run institutions for juveniles and in adult correctional institutions so that these 
youths can make successful transitions to school or employment once they are 
released.  

I F The Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) Program is designed to increase student 
achievement by assisting public schools across the country with implementing 
comprehensive reforms that are grounded in scientifically based research and 
effective practices.  CSR programs target high-poverty and low-achieving schools, 
especially those receiving Title I funds, by helping them to increase the quality and 
accelerate the pace of their reform efforts.  

II B The Mathematics and Science Partnership Grants are intended to increase the 
academic achievement of students in mathematics and science by enhancing the 
content knowledge and teaching skills of classroom teachers.  

II D The primary goal of the Enhancing Education Through Technology Act of 2001 was 
to improve student academic achievement through the use of technology in 
elementary schools and secondary schools.  

III  The English Language Learners (ELL) Program ensures that ELL students, including 
immigrant children and youth, develop English proficiency and meet the same 
academic content and achievement standards required of all children. 

IV A The Safe and Drug-Free Schools and Communities Program provides resources to 
schools for decreasing the use of alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs. 

IV B 21st   Century Community Learning Centers creates community learning centers that 
provide academic enrichment opportunities for children and their families by 
providing a safe environment for students when school is not in session and to 
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provide a range of high-quality services to support student learning and 
development. 

IV B.2 The Rural and Low Income Schools Program addresses the unique needs of rural 
school districts that frequently lack the personnel and resources needed to compete 
effectively for federal competitive grants and receive formula grant allocations in 
amounts too small to be effective in meeting their intended purposes. 

V  Innovative Programs support local education reform efforts that are consistent with 
and support statewide education reform efforts; provide funding to enable state 
educational agencies and local educational agencies to implement promising 
educational reform programs and school improvement, including support programs 
to provide library services and instructional and media materials; meet the 
educational needs of all students, including at-risk youth; and develop and 
implement educational programs to improve school, student and teacher 
performance. 

VI  The Foreign Language Grant is flow-through federal funds from the MDE to two 
school districts to enhance foreign language instruction. 

X C The Homeless Children and Youth Program provides activities for and services to 
homeless children and youth, including preschool-age children, which enable these 
children to enroll, attend, and succeed in school, including before or after school 
tutoring, supplemental instruction, and enriched educational activities. 

  Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). The MS Department of Human 
services sets forth monthly attendance requirements for any person eligible for TANF 
benefits. 

  The School Safety Environment Assessment Tool serves as a resource to schools 
when developing their crisis response plans.  

  Data Improvement Project and Youth Risk Behavior Survey. The goal of this 
program is to create a method of sharing data to determine the effectiveness of 
existing programs and to identify the need for additional programs. 

  The HIV/AIDS Program is funded through the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention and is designed to support disease prevention and unintended pregnancy 
through abstinence education.  

  The Early Prevention, Screening, Diagnosis, and Treatment Program provides 
health services that include preventive screenings to Medicaid-eligible children.  

SOURCE:  PEER analysis of information obtained from the “Mississippi Department of Education’s 
State Dropout Prevention Plan 2007-2019” and the U. S. Department of Education’s website 
www.ed.gov. 
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Appendix I: 2004 MDE Dropout Prevention Plan Goals 

 
Goal I: By 2002-2003, the Mississippi Department of Education will adopt and 

apply a definition of a dropout for all public schools in the state.  
 
Goal II:  By 2003-2004, the Mississippi Department of Education will utilize the 

Mississippi Student Information System to increase the reliability of the 
accountability system through improved procedures for data collection 
and reporting. 

 
Goal III: By 2003-2004, the Mississippi Department of Education will provide 

continuous professional development to school districts on research-
based strategies for improving student academic achievement. 

 
Goal IV: By 2003-2004, the Mississippi Department of Education will provide 

focused technical assistance to school districts that fail to meet 
state/federal performance standards. 

 
Goal V: By 2004, the Mississippi Department of Education will disseminate 

guidelines to school districts for the development of local dropout 
prevention plans. 

 
Goal VI: By 2005-2006, all Mississippi students will be taught by “highly qualified 

teachers.” 
 
Goal VII: By 2007-2008, local education agencies will show evidence of annually 

reducing their dropout rate for grades 7-12 and the longitudinal/cohort 
dropout rate for grades 9-12.  

 
Goal VIII: By 2013-2014, all Mississippi schools will reach high standards, attaining 

proficiency or better in reading/language arts and mathematics. 
 
Goal IX: By 2013-2014, all Mississippi students will graduate from high school.  

 

 

 
SOURCE:  Mississippi Department of Education Strategic Dropout Prevention Plan 2003-2014 
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Appendix J: U.S. Department of Education’s 11 Components of Comprehensive 
School Reform 

 
1. Employs proven methods and strategies that are grounded in scientifically based 

research 
2. Integrates a comprehensive design with aligned components 
3. Provides ongoing, high-quality professional development for teachers and staff 
4. Includes measurable goals and benchmarks for student achievement 
5. Is supported within the school by teachers, administrators and staff 
6. Provides support for teachers, administrators and staff 
7. Provides for meaningful parent and community involvement in planning, 

implementing and evaluating school improvement activities 
8. Uses high-quality external technical support and assistance from an external 

partner with experience and expertise in school-wide reform and improvement 
9. Annually evaluates strategies for the implementation of school reforms and for 

student results achievement 
10. Identifies resources to support and sustain the school’s comprehensive reform 

effort 
11. Has been found to result in or has demonstrated strong evidence that it 

significantly improves the academic achievement of students 

 
 
SOURCE: Mississippi Department of Education Strategic Dropout Prevention Plan 2003-2014, taken 
from http://www.ed.gov/offices/OESE. 
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Appendix Q: Southern Regional Education Board’s 10 Strategies for 
Improving High School Graduation Rates and Student Achievement 
and Examples of How to Implement the Strategies 

 

1. Set up a state accountability system that encourages schools to take 
responsibility for increasing the achievement and graduation rates of all 
students. 

a. Give the same weight to high school completion that the state gives to 
meeting achievement targets. 

b. Broaden the accountability index and give greater weight to students 
who meet achievement targets and meet higher-level academic 
standards or demonstrate mastery in a career/technical field of 
study. 

2. Getting students ready for challenging high school studies is the primary 
mission of middle school education. 

a. Develop readiness standards in language arts/reading, mathematics 
and science for doing challenging high school work in grade nine and 
align the middle grades curriculum and instruction to them. 

b. Establish policies to increase annually the percentages of eighth-
graders taking and succeeding in pre-algebra and Algebra I. 

3. Focus attention on the middle grades to ninth-grade transition. 

a. Improve the ninth-grade student to teacher ratio. 

b. Provide opportunities for students to explore careers and future 
education options no later than grade nine. 

4. Require all students to complete a solid academic core. 

a. Align all courses to grade level and to college- and career-readiness 
standards. 

b. Create or adopt common low-stakes, end-of-program exams that 
career/technical teachers can use to determine whether students have 
mastered key academic and technical concepts. 

5. Have students take additional academic courses in mathematics and science 
or humanities beyond the required core or complete a planned sequence of 
courses in a career field.  

a. Expanding opportunities for students to take advanced-level academic 
courses such as Advanced Placement. 

b. Setting eligible criteria for dual enrollment courses that are 
comparable to college admissions standards.  

6. Create partnerships with employers, community and technical colleges and 
shared-time career/technical centers to provide students access to high-
quality career/technical studies in high-demand fields. 

a. Make career/technical teachers strong partners in preparing students 
academically for college and careers. 
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b. Establish policies that strengthen the academic focus of high school 
career/technical courses, create new courses that integrate academic 
and career/technical content and help more students meet college- 
and career-readiness standards.  

7. Require schools to develop an extra-help system to provide recovery when 
students fail a grade or a course and to help them pass high-stakes exams. 

a. Using technology to give students the option to take and retake 
courses necessary for graduation outside of regular school hours. 

b. Providing students with special tutoring from their teachers before 
and after school or on Saturdays to help them meet course standards. 

8. Make full use of the senior year to get students ready to graduate and 
prepared for their next step. 

a. Identify students who plan to go on for postsecondary studies, but 
who fail to meet career- and college-readiness standards by the end of 
grade 11 in English/reading or mathematics. Enroll them in special, 
senior-year transition courses in English/reading and mathematics. 

b. Assign a high school completion counselor to ensure that every 
student knows what they must do to graduate and that each student 
is vigorously pursuing steps necessary to graduate from high school 
on time. 

9. Develop a special emphasis on the lowest-performing high schools in the 
state, including those with the lowest achievement and the lowest high 
school completion rates.  

a. Provide high-quality training for district staff and key high school 
academic and career/technical teachers on how to align their 
assignments and classroom assessments to high school graduation 
and career- and college-readiness strategies that engage and motivate 
students to master content. 

b. Support schools in organizing into small learning communities 
centered on a career theme aligned with a rigorous academic core. 

10. Develop teams of district and school leaders to help chronically low-
performing, low-completion-rate high schools.  

a. Provide training for leadership teams at low-performing schools to 
enable them to implement their schools’ improvement plans. 

b. Recruit, train and certify principals who can lead instruction and 
promote student achievement in low-performing high schools. 

SOURCE: Southern Regional Education Board, 10 Strategies for Improving High School Graduation 
Rates and Student Achievement. 
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