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As part of the effort to increase the graduation rate, find out:

From current and potential community organizations and agencies:

•	What expertise do/can these organizations bring to the table? (Accounting, management, crisis management, 
case management, organizational development, youth development, data collection and analysis, research, 
logistics, simple and complex budget development and tracking, project coordination, communications, public 
relations, etc.)

•	What are the top one to three areas of expertise that they will contribute to the graduation improvement effort?

From current community activists:

•	What type of community efforts has the individual participated in previously?
	 •	Political or governmental
	 •	Civic and social service
	 •	Faith-based
	 •	Social and recreational
	 •	Patriotic and fraternal
	 •	Youth and education

•	What skills do individuals have that were learned and/or are exercised in their personal, academic,  
work, and civic lives?

•	What are the top three skills each individual would like to contribute in the future?

From potential new leaders:

•	Which successful individuals have entrepreneurial skills that have enabled them in the past to “break the mold”  
in some way productively? What did they do? (Be concrete and specific.)

•	How can successful entrepreneurs and “break-the-mold” thinkers recruit and assist individuals or organizations 
who have not previously contributed?

•	What is the top priority community effort that the individual would be willing to participate in?

•	What can they teach others?

•	Also refer to Grad Nation’s A Checklist for Team Member Qualities to consider additional aspects of  
influencing others. 
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support community for the schools

What is the current “support community” for the schools? Who in the community is regularly involved in setting 
the school and/or district vision, or involved with school and district planning? Who regularly gives of their time, 
advice, collaborative and/or financial support? How would you like to expand this community? How would you like 
to include this community in your graduation improvement efforts?

Formal support community for children and youth

What is the current formal “support community” for children and youth?  Inside of school? Outside of school?  
Which organizations and which individuals play which roles?  How would you like to expand this community? How 
would you like to include this community in your graduation improvement efforts?

INFormal support community for children and youth

What is the current informal “support community” for children and youth?  Which family members are important, 
regardless of whether students live with these family members? Which neighborhood or nearby stores depend 
on students’ purchases for a significant part of their income?  Which other members of the informal support 
community have you not yet considered? Have you considered where these individuals might be located? 
Public health clinics, gyms, business clubs, book clubs, athletic or band boosters, neighborhood improvement 
associations? Where else?  What role can they play in the graduation improvement effort?

potential support community members

Which of these potential “support community” members — both formal and informal — do members of the Summit 
Team and other leaders of the graduation improvement and dropout reduction effort know? How strong are the 
connections that already exist? How can these connections be strengthened and new connections formed?
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A Drive for Results

__ Record of implementing change and overcoming political barriers to do so 
__ An unyielding belief that all children — no matter how disadvantaged — can learn
__ Organizing and planning skills to keep the decision-making process and implementation efforts on track

Relationship and Influence Skills

__ Good relationships with a wide range of community organizations, parents, district, and school staff
__ Willingness and ability to disagree politely with others; a “thick skin”
__ Teamwork skills to complete tasks responsibly and to support team members
__ Strong influencing and advocacy skills

Readiness for Change

__ An open mind about ways to improve students’ attendance, behavior, and performance
__ �An open mind about community and district/school interactions and the integration of  

wraparound supports into the educational fabric
__ Willingness to try new strategies
__ No political agenda that may interfere with student-centered decisions

Knowledge to Do What Works (or willingness to acquire it quickly)

__ Knowledge of the formal and informal decision-making processes in your community, district, and schools
__ Knowledge of past efforts to change and improve schools in your community
__ �Knowledge of the research base, with a focus on data related to increasing the graduation rate and  

reducing the dropout rate

23 | �A Checklist for Team Member Qualities

http://www.americaspromise.org/APA.aspx


Robert Balfanz
Joanna Hornig Fox
Everyone Graduates Center

John M. Bridgeland
Mary McNaught
Civic Enterprises

Written by Commissioned by

Prepared with support from the  
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

As you gather your community’s leadership and workgroup teams, consider discussing the following 
questions or develop your own. Ask whether the practices you observe in the district, school or 
community support the answers you hear. If not, what needs to be changed?

Does high school completion really matter? •	

Is it important that students work hard in high school or is “ just passing” okay?•	

Are schools and the community together responsible for providing safety nets for off-track •	
students? Who’s “off track?”

Will we differentiate the safety nets and wraparound supports we provide? •	

Will we use data or guess?  •	

Do discipline policies support or inhibit graduation?  •	

Does giving an in-school suspension to an off-track student who mildly disrupts a class and is ɡɡ
failing multiple courses assist that student in gaining credits needed for graduation? 

Does giving an out-of-school suspension for repeated truancy to a student who is failing mul-ɡɡ
tiple courses assist that student in gaining credits needed for graduation? 

Does requiring students to make up attendance deficits for failing to come to class five or ten ɡɡ
times — whether by sitting for four hours in a Saturday class or by doing community service 
such as sweeping leaves — help them learn the material they have missed? 

Do employers actually support students finishing high school? •	

Do employers actually support parents and guardians in their roles as parents? •	

What steps are we going to take to change community dynamics? •	

What traditions will we need to change?•	

What habits need to change?•	

How will we back our education policymakers and teachers by voting in new policies and practices  •	
and implementing these in our community’s schools?
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Beyond parents and students, think about engaging representatives from throughout the community, including leaders 
from all sectors.

Community Representatives

Local Civic and  
Governmental Agencies

Local Community  
Representatives

District- and  
School-Related Staff

Including:

•	Mayor and City Council Members

•	Department of Health

•	Regional Education Service 
Agencies

•	Economic Development Agencies

•	Workforce Development Boards

•	Juvenile Justice and Law 
Enforcement System

•	Two- and Four-Year Colleges and 
Universities

•	Others?

Including:

•	School Board Representatives

•	Parents and Students

•	Hospitals

•	Big Brothers/Big Sisters

•	Chamber of Commerce 
Representatives

•	Wide range of business partners

•	Faith-based Organizations

•	Representatives of Community-
based Organizations

•	United Way

•	Boys & Girls Clubs

•	YMCA

•	4-H

•	Others

Including:

•	Superintendent

•	Principals

•	Director of Accountability

•	Counselors

•	Social Workers

•	Teachers

•	Classified Personnel

•	Others
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The work of each team will vary depending on the team goals and role in interacting with the other 
teams and the Dropout Prevention and Graduation Improvement Team.  Here we provide an example of 
how a Media and Communications Team might organize and operate. You can adapt this model to other 
teams.  The W. K. Kellogg Foundation has a complete set of guidelines for organizing media campaigns, 
based on its work with multiple non-profit organizations over a period of years (http://wkkf.org/default. 
aspx?tabid=75&CID=385&NID=61&LanguageID=0). 

Characteristics
The work of the Media and Communications Team will be:

Guided by a plan•	
Characterized by a diverse mixture of media tools and strategies•	
Designed for delivery in unconventional locations to reach hard-to-reach and  •	
resistant audiences, as well as audiences who are lukewarm or already positive
Timed to address the different cycles of the school and community year•	

An effective plan begins with questions and tentative answers
What do you want to accomplish?•	
Who are the target audiences? •	
What do you think you know about the target audiences’ opinions, perceptions,  •	
and beliefs that will affect their responses to a media campaign? 
How will you find out more?•	
What are the top three messages that you wish to send to your target audiences? •	
Will you differentiate these messages to different target audiences? •	
What is your time frame?•	
What resources do you have available and which are needed?•	
What communication strategies, materials, and locations will you use for reaching  •	
your target audiences cost-effectively?
Who will do what?•	
How will you learn whether your campaign is effective and how it could be modified  •	
or improved in the future?

What do you want to accomplish? The priority overarching message is that economics and education go 
hand in hand. In today’s knowledge- and technically-based economy, a high school diploma is the first 
step on the ladder to further education, a good job, and a quality life style. Everyone should graduate 
from high school, no substitutes.
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This is a sample template for organizing a community workshop on the Dropout Crisis.

Overarching and Prompting Questions

Prompting Questions help answer the Overarching Questions

Overarching Question #1: 

Why do we care about the dropout challenge and increasing the graduation rate in our community?

Prompting Questions: 

1. What impact do dropouts have on the quality of life overall in our community?

2. What is the economic impact of dropouts in our community?

3. What are the personal impacts for high school dropouts in our community?

Overarching Question #2:  

How many young people drop out in our community? Who drops out, and why? What are the main indicators 

putting students at risk of dropping out in our community?

Prompting Questions: 

1. What do we “know” about the dropout issue in our community?

2. Are our responses to this question based on perception or reality?

3. �Where can we obtain the information and data needed to create an accurate picture of the dropout challenge 

within our community? What specific communities and agencies might have this information?

Overarching Question #3:  

What community resources do we already have available to address the dropout challenge? Are there still gaps 

between the need and the available resources, and if so, who can help fill them? What can we do to address the 

dropout challenge?

Prompting Questions: 

1. What’s currently being done to address this issue in our community?

2. �What can we do to help address the dropout challenge from the perspective of the different communities within 

our entire community?

3. What resources are still needed? Are the resources financial? Personnel? Other?

4. What connections could we make to help bring in other resources to fill the gaps? 
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Grad Nation Action Tool

Please use this as a helpful way to drive your  
action planning and address your community’s  
dropout challenge

Answer 
(Yes/No) To Do List

1. Rallying Your Community to End  
    the Dropout Crisis

a. Do you have accurate data concerning your dropout 
challenge? (p. 9, p. 17)

b. Have you compared this data to other districts; to your 
state; to other states; and to the national rate? (p. 9-10)

c. Have you assessed the costs of your dropouts to the 
local economy and community? (p. 11)

2. Understanding Your Dropout Rate

a. Do you know where the problem is the worst in your 
community/state? (pp. 22-24)

b. Do you know which students are dropping out; for what 
reason; and at what rate? (pp. 24-27)

c. Have you surveyed low-attendance students as to why 
they don’t attend school regularly? (p. 28)

d. Have you surveyed students as to how they view their 
classroom and school experience? (p. 29)

e. Have you asked dropouts and those who appear close  
to dropping out why they are doing so? (pp. 29-30)

f. Have you catalogued all student supports/wraparound 
services across the four key transitions? (p. 34)

g. Do you know which student supports/wraparound 
services are most effective and how many students  
each is reaching? (p. 35)

h. Have you reviewed current policies to ensure that they 
are all aligned with best practice? (pp. 35-38)
 i. Local District:

1. Attendance
2. Grade retention
3. Grade promotion
4. Grading policy
5. Referral to GED programs
6. Referral to alternative schools

 ii. State Level
1. School accountability measures (what is being 

measured)
2. Compulsory school age

i. Do you understand your high school graduates’ success 
rate in college? (pp. 38-40)
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Answer 
(Yes/No) To Do List

3. Solutions for Comprehensively Addressing Your    
    Community’s Dropout Crisis

a. Is your approach comprehensive? (pp. 44-46)

b. Do you have a plan to transform the middle and high 
schools which most of your community’s dropouts 
attended? (pp. 47-50)

c. Have you developed comprehensive student supports 
and addressed all Promises of the Five Promise 
framework? (pp. 52–54)

d. Have you substantially increased the number of skilled 
and committed adults (including parents) who provide 
student supports? (pp. 55-58)

e. Have you created and launched a community-wide 
campaign to improve all students’ attendance?  
(pp. 58-59)

f. Have you provided a rigorous college and work 
preparatory curriculum for all secondary school 
students? (pp. 60-64)

g. Have you developed early warning systems based on  
(A, B, C’s) attendance, behavior and course performance? 
(pp. 65-66)

h. Have you developed a multi-tier response system 
based on the warning systems above that address:  
1) prevention; 2) moderate intensity supports; and 
3) intensive, case-managed responses when other 
interventions are not sufficient? (pp. 67-68)

i. Have you developed “multiple pathways” to graduation, 
based on assessed needs and appropriate support 
structures? (pp. 69-70)

j. Are you supporting policies that (pp. 71-75):
i. Promote accurate graduation and drop-out data?
ii. Raise compulsory school age requirements to 18?
iii. Improve teacher quality, student achievement and     

 higher graduation rates?
iv. Adopt a return-on-investment approach to  

resource allocation?
v. Align with current and complementary federal 

legislation and legislative initiatives?
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Answer 
(Yes/No) To Do List

4. Moving Forward To Create Lasting Change

a. Do you have a broad-based and cross-sector 
collaboration (a Community Graduation Compact) to 
address the dropout challenge, including leadership from 
schools, business, government, child welfare, nonprofits 
service providers, youth and parents? (pp. 86-88)

b. Is this collaboration appropriately organized and 
supported to drive needed progress? (pp. 77-84)

c. Are you using a dropout prevention summit to galvanize 
the broader community to collective civic action on this 
front? (pp. 85-86)

d. Are you institutionalizing this “Compact” to set goals, 
monitor progress and hold the entire community 
accountable for success over time? (pp. 87-90)

Grad Nation Action Tool continued




