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Abstract

Millions of high school and college students drop out each and every year.
For many of these individuals there are resultant problems associated with
dropping out, such as being unemployed and living in poverty. Those that
graduate from school, especially from college, realize many benefits over the
life course. This study looked at the thoughts and attitudes of school dropouts
regarding whether or not having a school-based mentor would have helped
them to stay enrolled in their respective programs. This study collected in-
formation from 381 school dropouts. The findings from this project suggest
that having a mentor would be a valuable resource for those students that are
at risk of leaving their programs before they graduate. The general findings
revealed that the majority of respondents felt that having a school profession-
al working closely with them would have helped them to remain in their
classes. Mentoring programs help at-risk students to feel more engaged, less
isolated, and more committed to their studies. Mentoring programs aid in
improving overall academic standing and they also serve to decrease dropout
rates. These findings should be of use to professionals working in any educa-
tional setting, such as teachers, program directors, and counselors.
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1. Introduction

Millions of students drop out of high school and college every year across the
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United States. It is estimated that around 7000 students drop out of high school
each and every day in America. It is also estimated that over 2 million college
students will drop out of their respective programs each academic year [1] [2]
[3]. There are many social, economic, and interpersonal costs associated with
dropping out. Those that drop out of school at the high school or college levels
are more likely to be unemployed, to live in poverty, to rely on government wel-
fare programs, and to be unsatisfied with their jobs. Those that drop out of
school are also more likely to have every type of major health condition (e.g.,
heart disease, diabetes), to be suffering from mental health conditions (e.g., de-
pression), and to be living in less than optimal social and physical environments
[4] [5]. The point here is that dropping out school often comes with a range of
lifelong consequences that many do not take into consideration when they make
the decision to leave school before graduating.

There are many different reasons that students drop out of school, such as the
need to make money, disinterest in classes, pregnancy, family problems, etc. [6].
Many will leave due to unforeseen circumstances that left them little choice (e.g.,
family crisis), while others leave due to short-term thinking, lack of patience,
and immaturity. Still yet, others leave school because they simply do not feel in-
tegrated or engaged in their schools or programs. Many will drop out of high
school and college each year because they do have any real career plans and feel
like they are drifting through their courses. This is where school-based mentor-
ing programs can come into play and help these faltering students become more
invested and connected with their classes and programs. Having a school-based
mentor has been shown to significantly reduce dropout rates and improve over-
all academic performance [7] [8].

This project has set out to further investigate the role that mentoring could
play in reducing school dropout rates. A central purpose of the work was to gain
deeper insight into the thoughts and attitudes of those that have dropped out of
school at some point in their lives. The goal was to investigate the perceived val-
ue of having caring mentors and other school-based professionals working
closely with students that are at risk of dropping out. The findings of the under-
taking should be of use to professionals working throughout educational set-
tings, such as principals, teachers, professors, chairs, administrators, program

directors, counselors, and so forth.

2. Overview of the Literature

The United States has the highest dropout rates in the world. Over 13,000
American students drop out of high school and college every single day [9] [10].
Those that drop out of school earn significantly less in income across their
working lives than those that graduate from college. On average, college gra-
duates earn around $1 million dollars more than those that only graduate from
high school [11]. Dropping out of school does not just impact the lives of those

that decide to leave their programs. School dropouts cost American taxpayers
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hundreds of billions of dollars each year in government programs and financial
assistance. College dropouts also owe more than $500 billion in student loans,
which they are far more likely to default on than those that graduate [12] [13]
[14]. Those that drop out of school are also more likely to be chronically unem-
ployed, to live in poverty, to be incarcerated, and to die at a younger age than
those that have earned college degrees [15] [16] [17]. Earning a college degree is
associated with higher levels life satisfaction, better mental and physical health,
and longevity.

There are many reasons why people make the decision to drop out of school.
One of the top reasons that students drop out of school is due to the need to
make money. The need to work full-time, the high cost of tuition, lack of prepa-
ration, lack of motivation, lack of direction, pregnancy, and family problems are
other major reasons why people drop out of school [6] [18] [19]. Students also
drop out of school because they often feel disconnected and uncertain. One of
the main psychological reasons that students drop out is because they often feel
isolated from other students and from their teachers. Helping students to feel
more connected and engaged has been shown to be an effective way to improve
motivation, academic performance, and to reduce attrition rates [6] [14]. The
current dropout crisis is a complex problem that goes far beyond the mere indi-
vidual and has risen to the level of becoming a national epidemic [2] [9].

There are many different things that schools and colleges can do to help keep
their students enrolled. Lowering dropout rates (or keeping dropout rates low) is
something that all educational institutions are concerned about. In higher edu-
cation, the highest dropout rates occur at community colleges. At this level,
around 1 out of every 3 students that enter community college will drop out
within the first few years [4] [20]. Only around 33% of all college students will
wind up earning a college degree, and the majority of these dropouts will leave
owing an average of $40 thousand dollars in student loan debt [21] [22] [23].
One of the best ways to keep students in their classes is to get them more en-
gaged and connected. Helping students build a clear path to educational success
has been shown to be one of the most effective ways to improve retention rates
and to improve overall academic performance [6] [7]. There are many market
and nonmarket benefits to graduating from college, so all educational leaders
and educators must work hard to keep students enrolled and on a path to aca-
demic success [5].

Having effective and integrated mentoring programs at high schools and col-
leges has been shown to significantly improve academic standing and increase
retention rates [7] [24]. Being connected to a mentor increases student motiva-
tion, reduces feelings of isolation, helps to improve classroom skills, and helps
students to feel more focused [15] [24]. Mentoring programs have been particu-
larly effective at reducing dropout rates among at-risk students (e.g., low income
students, first-generation students, underrepresented students). At-risk students
that are involved in mentoring programs are significantly less likely to drop out

than their counterparts that are not involved in mentoring programs [7] [25].
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Mentoring programs are relatively inexpensive to operate and they can be spe-
cially designed to serve any type of at-risk student population. Having an in-
volved mentor has been widely shown to make students feel more confident and
more motivated to succeed in their classes. Substantial empirical evidence has
widely shown that mentoring programs are highly effective at helping students
to improve their overall grade point averages, to increase commitment to their
programs, and to significantly decrease the chances that they drop out [7] [15]
[24]. The current project has been designed to take a close look at the issue of
dropping out of school and what could potentially be done to help improve this
ongoing cultural and education problem. Professionals working in any type of

educational setting should know as much as possible about this particular topic.

3. Project Method
3.1. Design of Project

Data for this study were collected via a quantitative questionnaire. The ques-
tionnaire was designed to collect fixed-choice responses to allow for subsequent
statistical analyses. Respondents were asked to provide discrete responses to
closed-ended questions (e.g., Yes/No) asking about their thoughts on dropping
out of school and whether having a mentor would have helped them to remain
in their classes. There were also questions asked that provided more continuous
data, which allowed for a broader range of analyses (e.g., age when they dropped
out of school). The fundamental purpose of the study was to capture respon-
dents’ thoughts and attitudes about dropping out of school and whether or not
having someone at the school working closely with them would have helped
them to remain in their programs. This was an independent study and no exter-
nal funding was provided. The study was designed to gather certain demograph-
ic information so that group contrasts could be made in regard to attitudes and
beliefs about dropping out and school mentorship. Specific demographic va-
riables of interest involved age, ethnicity, gender, and social class. Data were col-
lected on all four levels of measurement. Analyses were run at both the descrip-
tive and inferential levels to help foster a more perspicacious understanding of
the topic at hand. The questionnaire was able to be completed in around two to
three minutes. No compensation was provided for participation in the study. To
ensure proper ethics with this particular population and topic of focus, all res-
pondents were informed about the nature of the study and what they would be
asked about. This helped to ensure that all respondents were comfortable with
filling out the survey. No deception was used in the study and consent as given
by the respondent’s willingness to fill out the questionnaire. All questionnaires
included in the final sample and analysis were deemed to have been filled out in

an honest and valid manner.

3.2. Study Participants

The final valid sample size for this study was 381. This sample size meets the
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sample requirements for the population and analyses of interest at the 95% con-
fidence interval (power = 0.80, ME = 5%). All participants in the study have
dropped out of school at some point in their lives. The majority of the study par-
ticipants were living in California at the time that they filled out the question-
naire. Some participants were residing in other states and were surveyed through
phone interviews. Participants for this study were selected through a purposive
sampling technique. Study participants were asked if they could refer the re-
searcher and research assistants to additional school dropouts. This method al-
lowed for the study to procure a larger final sample size. All respondents needed
to be at least 18 years of age to participate in the study. Participants were allowed
to ask clarifying questions while they were filling out the instrument so that their
responses were valid and represented their true thoughts and attitudes about the
topic. Table 1 highlights the demographics of the final sample. As can be seen
from the table, the majority of the sample was made up of Hispanic respondents.
Hispanics make up the majority in Los Angeles county, so this is in proportion
with the larger regional demographics. Two participants (0.5%) did not respond
to this question. Men made up the majority of respondents (1 = 201, 52.8%).
This is proportionate with dropout rates across America, as males make up the
highest percentage of school dropouts at both the high school and college levels.
There were 175 women in the final sample (45.9%). Two respondents (0.5%)
identified themselves as belonging to a different gender category, while 3 res-
pondents (0.8%) did not answer this question. The largest percentage of respon-
dents identified with being members of the working class (57.5%), followed by
middle class (29.5%), lower class (11.4%), and upper class (1.6%).

3.3. Examination of the Data

The final data collected for this study were examined via the statistical software
program SPSS 24. Descriptive and inferential statistics were analyzed across both
the categorical and continuous variables. Measures of central tendency were
produced across the relevant variables, as were certain measures of variability.
Multiple symmetric measures were taken across the discrete and continuous va-
riables (e.g., Spearman’s R, Cramer’s V, Contingency Coefficient). Multiple
crosstabulations were conducted across the discrete variables to get a better
sense of group differences. Chi-Square tests of significance were also executed to
help allow for inferential interpretations of the findings regarding group differ-
ences. All inferential tests of significance were set at the standard probability of
0.05. Any correlational measures or group differences that exceeded the 0.05 lev-
el of significance were regarded as statistically insignificant and were analyzed as
such. Only results that have met the set probabilistic threshold were examined
further and elucidated on in this final report. All tests of inference were
two-tailed for the purposes of this study. Due to small sample numbers across
certain categories (e.g., Native Americans), it was necessary to eliminate certain

groups from specific tests and analyses.
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of sample.

Ethnicity Frequency Percentage

Hispanic 212 55.6
White 100 26.2
Black 24 6.3
Asian 20 5.2

Middle Eastern 12 3.1
Multiracial 10 2.6
Native American 1 0.3

4. Project Results

When asked if having a mentor would have helped them to remain in school the
majority of respondents stated that it would have helped (55.1%). Asian (80%)
and Multiracial (70%) respondents were the most likely to believed that having a
mentor would have helped them to remain in school. This was followed by His-
panic (59.9%), White (45%), Black (37.5%), and Middle Eastern (33.3%). The
single Native American respondent stated that having a mentor would have
helped. When asked if having someone at the school working closely with them
(e.g., teacher or counselor) would have helped them to remain in their classes
the majority stated that it would have (65.6%). Again, it can be seen that Asian
respondents (85%) were still the most likely to believe that it would have helped
them, followed by Hispanic (72.2%), Multiracial (60%), Black (54.2%), White
(54%), and Middle Eastern (41.7%). The single Native American participant also
stated that this would have helped. A chi-square test comparing ethnic group
differences produced significant results, X*(7) = 18.67, p = 0.009. Nominal by
nominal symmetric measures also produced significant findings (V = 0.009, C =
0.009). Multiple group differences were detected in regard to whether or not
having a school professional working closely with the respondents would have
helped them to remain in school. As an example, Asian and Hispanic respon-
dents had significantly different views on this than Middle Eastern respondents.
The same can be said about the multiracial respondents and the Middle Eastern
respondents. There were no significant differences between Black and White
respondents in this regard.

When asked if having a mentor would have help respondents to remain in
school, the majority of both women (58.9%) and men (51.2%) stated that it
would have helped. Of the two respondents that identified as “other,” one be-
lieved that a mentor would have helped, while the other did not. A chi-square
analysis did not reveal differences between women and men, X*(1) = 2.37, p >
0.05. When asked if having a school professional working closely with them (e.g.,
teacher, counselor) would have helped them to remain in school, most of the
women (70.3%) stated that it would have helped. Most of the men (60.7%) also
felt this way. Both of the respondents that identified as “other” believed that
having someone working with them would have helped them to stay in their

classes. Inferential statistics could not properly be performed on the “other” cat-
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egory due to small sample size. There were no statistically significant differences
detected between men and women in regard to their beliefs about having a
mentor, teacher, counselor or staff working closely with them and their decision
to drop out of school. The majority of both men and women generally believed
that having someone at the institution working with them would have impacted
their decision to leave school.

In regard to social class differences, only working-class respondents had a
majority that felt that having a mentor would have helped them to remain in
school (60.8%). This is significant seeing this particular group made up 57.5% of
the total sample. Of the middle-class respondents 48.6% felt that it would have
helped, while 45.2% of the lower-class respondents felt this way. The upper-class
sample was too small for statistical confidence, but 33.3% stated that a mentor
would have helped. When asked about having a school-based professional
working closely with them (e.g., teacher, counselor) and remaining in school, all
social class groups leaned in the positive direction. Around 7 out of 10 work-
ing-class respondents (70.8%) felt that having a professional working with them
could have changed their decision to leave school before graduating. The re-
mainder of the classes broke down as, middle-class (59.6%), lower-class (54.8%),
and upper-class (50.1%). A chi-square analysis detected significant differences
between social class and attitudes about having a mentor and remaining in
school, X*(2) = 6.39, p < 0.05. Those from the working-class were significantly
more likely than those from the lower-class and middle-class to feel this way.
Upper-class respondents were removed from the analysis due to small sample
size. Based on these findings it would appear as though having someone working
closely with them would have helped the majority of students, regardless of so-
cial class background, to have remained in school and complete their respective

programs.

5. Discussion of the Study

Graduating from high school is an important step in aging and development. On
average, high school graduates earn more money and have lower rates of unem-
ployment that high school dropouts. Graduating from college is even more
strongly associated with stable employment and higher life satisfaction. College
graduates earn significantly more money across their professional lives, they
tend to live longer, they live in safer neighborhoods, and they even tend to be in
better mental and physical heath [5] [10] [17]. There are many reasons to re-
main in high school and college. To put it simply, those that graduate tend to
have better lives overall. This is not to say that everyone needs to earn an under-
graduate degree, there are many other viable options. It could be argued that
learning an applied trade may be a less expensive and more practical route to
take. There is a good argument to be made here. The problem really comes into
play when people drop out of school and they do not have any real plan for what
they want to do. Dropouts are also likely to owe a significant amount of money
in school loans, which many cannot pay and ultimately default on [2] [22]. With
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this stated, the reality is that earning a higher-level degree is the single best way
to ensure financial stability across the life course. There are other factors that
play into this of course, but this the most significant single factor.

This study has brought forth firsthand data to help highlight the thoughts and
beliefs of those that have dropped out of school at any level (high school, com-
munity college, or university) and whether having a mentor or other
school-based professional working with them would have helped them to remain
in their classes. Based on the collected data it would appear that the clear major-
ity of the respondents felt that it would have help (65.6%). There are instances
where nothing will prevent someone from dropping out (e.g., family crisis,
medical emergency). Having a mentor would not make a difference in these
kinds of particular instances; although it may give them more motivation to re-
turn after things in their lives improve. With this said, having a mentor or other
school-based professional working closely with most students will help to make
them feel more engaged, connected, and committed to their coursework [15]
[24]. This is particularly true for students that are deemed to be a trisk of drop-
ping out.

This project has illuminated the thoughts and beliefs of school dropouts in
regard to whether or not having someone supporting them would have helped
them to stay enrolled and to ultimately be successful in school. The data col-
lected for this study reveals that most women and men feel that it would have. In
regard to ethnicity, the data also shows that those from almost all ethnic groups
also believe that having a mentor or school-professional working closely with
them would help them to remain in their programs. This was especially evident
for Asian and Hispanic respondents. These two groups leaned heavily toward
the favorability of having mentors. Black, White, and Multiracial respondents
also leaned toward the positive side of this, but it was not as pronounced as it
was with Asian and Hispanic dropouts. Only Middle Eastern respondents leaned
in the direction that it would not have made any difference in their decision to
leave school before graduating. In the final analysis it would appear that having a
school-based mentor is something that most at-risk students would welcome.
School-based mentoring programs have been widely shown to be quite effective
at lowering dropout rates among at-risk students, increasing engagement, and
improving overall academic standing [8] [25]. It would be in the best interest of
schools at all levels to implement certain kinds of programs whereby at-risk stu-
dents can have a place to go and where they can connect with caring profession-
als that can help guide them through the entire academic process. Having men-
tors working closely with students is one of the best ways to ensure that they re-
main in their programs and ultimately earn those culturally coveted academic

credentials.

Limitations and Future Research

This study collected quantitative data to assist with larger group comparisons

and statistical analyses.
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With this being the case, it was not possible to probe deeper into the motiva-
tions and reasons that students dropped out of school. It was also not possible to
fully investigate whether or not having a school-based mentor would have
helped them to remain in school. To better make sense of the rationale and be-
haviors of the respondents it would be necessary to conduct further studies that
could probe deeper into these matters. Further studies could spend more time
with individuals that have dropped out of school to gain ancillary insight into
their choices and motivations. This may be accomplished via interviews and fo-
cus group designs. This study is also limited in the sense that some of the groups
included had very small samples sizes (e.g., Native Americans, upper-class res-
pondents). Additional studies could collect more information from these partic-
ular group members to gain further insight and understanding into their deci-
sions and actions. Additional research could also collect data from a broader
range of people from around the nation (e.g., South, Mid-West). Advancing this
topic in these ways would aid in building a more complete understanding on the

topic of dropping out of school and on school-based mentoring.

6. Conclusion

This study has brought forth further evidence for the value and need of academ-
ic mentors. There are millions of at-risk students across the nation. Millions of
these students will drop out of high school and college each and every year.
There are many costs of not obtaining academic credentials, and concerned
school-based professionals need to do all they can to help ensure that these stu-
dents get the attention and guidance that they need. Working closely with
school-based mentors has been shown to decrease dropout rates and to improve
overall academic performance. This project has shown that the majority of
school dropouts do believe that having a mentor working with them would have
helped them to remain in school. There are many social consequences of having
a society with massive numbers of dropouts. It is in the best interest of the na-
tion to do as much as necessary to make sure that at-risk students remain in
their classes and ultimately earn those highly rewarded academic honors. Lo-
wering school dropout rates would assuredly help to significantly reduce many
of the nation’s ongoing problems with unemployment, poverty, homelessness,
and crime. Helping the nation’s at-risk students to earn higher-level degrees
would have a direct impact on improving the lives of millions of American fami-

lies.
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