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Without doubt, the onset of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) has generated a profusion of research and inquiry regarding high school dropouts and the methodology by which dropout rates are measured. Although researchers differ in the method of calculating dropout rates they are in agreement that approximately every nine seconds a student decides to permanently leave high school prior to graduation.
The inability for educators, researchers, and program designers to effectively reduce the number of students dropping out of school may be grounded in their approach to understanding dropouts. More specifically, the driving force of research and dropout intervention programs has been targeted toward secondary education. This line of reasoning assumes an “educational vacuum” in a student’s life from kindergarten through eighth-grade. Consequently, educators and researchers may be overlooking the human ecology of students before matriculation to high school. 
This study provides evidence that strengthens the high school dropout literature by examining the differential developmental trajectories of rural high school graduates and dropouts across each grade level of their academic tenure and across variables recorded in their academic history. 

Research Questions

Two research questions were postulated for this exploratory study: 
· First, do differences exist in the developmental trajectories of high school graduates compared to high school dropouts? 
· Second, if differences do exist in the developmental trajectories of high school graduates compared to high school dropouts, where in time and across which variables do these differences occur? 

Results

Kindergarten – Second-grade Academic Course Performance

Qualitative performance differences between dropouts and graduates appeared to exist as early as kindergarten. For example, kindergarten reading performance grades for high school dropouts (M=.60) was significantly lower than kindergarten reading for high school graduates. Kindergarten writing performance for high school dropouts was significantly lower than kindergarten writing performance for high school graduates. Finally, kindergarten mathematics performance for high school dropouts was significantly lower than kindergarten mathematics performance for high school graduates. It was apparent as early as kindergarten that differences in spelling and English course performance existed between dropouts and graduates.  


First- – Eighth-grade Academic Course Performance

GPA performance differences between dropouts and graduates appeared to exist as early as first-grade in reading, spelling, English, writing, and mathematics courses. This trend continued through eighth-grade across all course subjects. For example, third-grade reading performance for high school dropouts (M=2.57) was significantly lower than third-grade reading performance for high school graduates (M=3.23). Fourth-grade mathematics performance for high school dropouts (M=2.75) was significantly lower than fourth-grade mathematics performance for high school graduates (M=3.27). Fourth-grade social studies performance for high school dropouts (M=2.80) was significantly lower than fourth-grade social studies performance for high school graduates (M=3.31). Fourth-grade science performance was significantly lower for high school dropouts (M=2.60) than fourth-grade science performance for high school graduates (M=3.31). Sixth-grade English performance was significantly lower for dropouts (M=2.40) than sixth-grade English performance for high school graduates (M=2.82).
Ninth – 12th-grade Academic Course Performance

Overall GPA performance differences between high school dropouts and graduates were evident as early as the first semester of the ninth-grade year. For example, ninth-grade first semester overall GPA for high school dropouts (M=1.27) was significantly lower than ninth-grade first semester overall GPA for high school graduates (M=2.75). These differences between dropouts and graduates remained significant every semester and grade level throughout the tenure of a high school student. 
Ninth-grade Total Core Courses
Significant differences existed in total core courses taken during the ninth-grade year between high school dropouts and graduates as high school dropouts took significantly more core courses (M=6.02) their ninth-grade year compared to high school graduates who took significantly less core courses their ninth-grade year (M=4.36). 

Stanford Achievement Tests

Differences were inferentially supported in sixth-grade as total NCE reading scores were significantly lower for high school dropouts (M=43.27) than sixth-grade total NCE reading scores for high school graduates (M=54.37). In addition, sixth-grade total NCE mathematics scores were significantly lower for high school dropouts (M=38.22) than sixth-grade total NCE mathematics scores for high school graduates (M=53.45). Significant differences in total NCE reading and total NCE mathematics scores existed through ninth-grade. 

Grade Retention
Significant differences existed in grade retention between high school dropouts and graduates, namely high school dropouts were significantly more likely to have been retained compared to high school graduates.

Absenteeism
Differences in absenteeism were observed in kindergarten between high school graduates and dropouts. However, first-grade absenteeism was significantly higher for high school dropouts (M=12.06) than first-grade absenteeism for high school graduates (M=8.96). This trend became even more divergent during middle school as eighth-grade absenteeism was significantly higher for high school dropouts (M=19.49) than eighth-grade absenteeism for high school graduates (M=9.54).
Family and Demographics
Significant differences existed in ethnicity. More specifically, dropouts were significantly more likely to be non-Caucasian compared to graduates. There were no significant differences in family structure, place of birth, gender, siblings, free and reduced lunch, and Title 1 variables between high school dropouts and graduates. However, differences did exist in the aforementioned variables. 
County Juvenile Court Record

Significant differences did exist in the levels of juvenile probation placement as dropouts were significantly more likely to be placed on standard and intense juvenile probation compared to graduates.

Implications

The purpose of this research was to examine the developmental trajectories between high school graduates and dropouts. The authors postulated two research questions. First, do differences exist in the developmental trajectories of high school graduates compared to high school dropouts? The findings of the study saliently demonstrated differences between graduates and dropouts. More specifically, dropouts significantly performed lower on all course performance grades and standardized tests and demonstrated significantly heightened levels of grade retention, absenteeism, and behavior problems than graduates. Second, if differences do exist in the developmental trajectories of high school graduates compared to high school dropouts, where in time and across which variables do these differences occur? Without doubt, the origins of differences between high school graduates and dropouts occurred as early as kindergarten. Students who dropped out of school exhibited lower academic performance in kindergarten than their peers who graduated in course subjects such as reading, writing, spelling, mathematics, and English. Moreover, these differences in course performance grades achieved by graduates and dropouts were maintained across their developmental trajectories from kindergarten to graduation or the point of dropping out of school. 
Five major themes are augmented distinctly throughout this study, namely pre-kindergarten, absenteeism, middle school, ninth-grade core courses, and standardized achievement scores vs. actual course performance.

Pre-kindergarten
A trend in educational policy is the provision of “all-day kindergarten.” Although this is an important step in leveling the socioeconomic playing field, little attention has been given to mandating “pre-k.” A key finding of this study lies in the fundamental differences between graduates and dropouts as they enter kindergarten. Although statistically graduates and dropouts are mostly homogenous groups at this point in their developmental trajectory, the “blank slate” they were once theorized to be is no longer evident from the genesis of their academic endeavors. Hence, there appears to be a “critical period” for academic success prior to matriculation to kindergarten. 
Absenteeism
As early as kindergarten differences existed between graduates and dropouts, namely dropouts missed more school than graduates. Educational policy experts have mandated compulsory attendance laws with ages varying at the state level. Although mandating state laws requiring students in their teens to attend high school may be beneficial, this study demonstrated very clearly that differences in absenteeism existed as early as kindergarten. With dropouts missing an average of 124 days between kindergarten and eighth-grade, it would seem inherent that educational policy experts might focus their efforts toward creating strategies for improving student attendance in kindergarten through eighth-grade as well. 

Middle School
As students entered middle school the divergent gap between graduates and dropouts became statically more pronounced across all course performance grades and absenteeism. Consequently, at this point in their developmental trajectories graduates and dropouts were no longer homogenous groups. In other words, as students progressed from kindergarten to middle school they evolved into two disparate groups. These findings raised questions regarding the actual impact of “Bridge” programs tailored toward eighth-and ninth-grade audiences. The underpinnings behind “Bridge” programs are aimed at easing the transition from middle school to high school in order to improve success for academically at-risk students. Although such programs may be beneficial for “borderline” at-risk youth, the results of this study demonstrated that “Bridge” programs might be more beneficial and effective for the general population of children transitioning from pre-k to kindergarten and elementary to middle school. 

Ninth-grade Core Courses
The culmination of course performance grades and absenteeism over the academic career of both dropouts and graduates seemed to solidify with entry into the ninth-grade. For example, the first semester GPA of ninth-grade students who dropped out was significantly lower than that of first semester students who graduated. This pattern held true over the developmental progression through graduation or the point of dropping out. One possible secondary catalyst for significantly lower high school GPA of dropouts may have resided in the differential core course selection of dropouts and graduates in the ninth-grade year. More specifically, dropouts took significantly more core courses than graduates their ninth-grade year. Such course selection may have been a mandatory consequence of their pre-existing academic short comings. In an effort to comply with NCLB and prepare for state mandated exit exams, educators are forced to enroll academically unprepared students in more rigorous and academically demanding core classes such as mathematics and English. What would appear to be “catching up” or “remediating” students who are behind their successful peers may create more pressure for students by requiring them to attend more core classes, as opposed to allowing them to select non-core classes, such as music or art. This process may actually work against educators by facilitating further academic failure and eventual withdraw as students are forced to enroll in core classes they are not academically prepared to encounter. 

Standardized vs. Actual Course Performance Grades
A secondary analysis of this study examined the differences between a student’s ability on Stanford Achievement tests at fifth-grade and actual mathematics course performance at fifth-grade. In order to draw valid comparisons standardized z-values were statistically employed. Dropouts achieved z = -.28 for total NCE Stanford fifth-grade mathematics and achieved z = -.35 for actual fifth-grade mathematics course performance. Conversely, graduates achieved z = .24 for total NCE Stanford fifth-grade mathematics and achieved z = .19 for actual fifth-grade mathematics course performance. Interestingly, dropouts achieved z = -.57 for total NCE Stanford eighth-grade mathematics and achieved z = -.73 for actual eighth-grade mathematics course performance. Conversely, graduates achieved z = .29 for total NCE Stanford eighth-grade mathematics and achieved z = .30 for actual eighth-grade mathematics course performance.

This finding demonstrated that dropouts performed slightly lower in the classroom compared to their standardized testing ability in fifth-grade mathematics, whereas graduates performed in a similar fashion in the classroom compared to their standardized testing ability in fifth-grade mathematics. As their developmental progression unfolded, graduates achieved with equal rigor on standardized testing and in the classroom, whereas dropouts achieved less in the classroom compared to their standardized testing ability. Not only did dropouts decrease in their classroom and standardized performances over time, but the gap in the classroom performance became further behind their standardized testing ability.

Conclusion
Dropouts appear to have differential capabilities than graduates as early as kindergarten. Couple such academic deficits from the beginning of school, along with being academically retained in middle childhood and significantly missing more days of seat time and instructional guidance throughout their developmental progression, and dropouts are clearly on a differential developmental trajectory from the beginning of their academic career than those students who graduate. Further, the gap between the developmental trajectories of graduates and dropouts becomes more divergent across their developmental progression from early childhood to adolescence. Indeed, it appears the majority of students do not deviate from the developmental trajectory set forth from kindergarten. As a student’s developmental progression unfolds, not only do they continue down the pathway they established early on, but they become more entrenched in their current developmental progression, regardless of pathway. Consequently, children’s academic developmental trajectories tend to continue and end as started in kindergarten.
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