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The Building Blocks
of a GradNation:
Assets for Keeping Young People in School

Introduction
Young people who leave high school before graduating represent a public crisis with civic and economic costs for individuals, communities, and American society as a whole. Nearly one in five high school students in the United States
does not complete high school on time, if ever.1 School completion rates are even lower for young people of certain racial, ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds: only 75.2 percent of Latino, 73.3 percent of low-income, and 70.7 percent
of African American students graduate high school on time.2 The rates among states vary greatly, as well. According
to the 2015 Building a Grad Nation report, over 89 percent of students in Virginia, Nebraska, and Indiana graduated on
time, whereas just 68.5 percent in New Mexico attained this goal.3 Furthermore, over one million students (predominantly low-income students and students of color) attend high schools where fewer than 60 percent of their classmates
graduate on time.4
Young people who do not complete high school cost American society
in a number of ways. Non-completers have lower lifetime personal earnings, higher rates of public dependency and higher rates of arrest than
their peers who finish high school.5 Because of lower taxable income and a
higher average reliance on social welfare programs, each person that drops
out costs the United States an estimated $292,000 more than the average
high school graduate over his or her lifetime.6 Additionally, youth who do
not complete high school are less likely to vote and volunteer for community service than their peers who obtain high school diplomas, resulting in
communities that are less vibrant and civically engaged.7

“The purpose of this report,
therefore, is to bring together
rigorous existing research on
assets that predict whether
students will stay in and
graduate from high school
to determine which, if any,
may be leveraged to boost
America’s graduation rate.”

Low graduation rates, however, are not intractable. Recent innovations in dropout prevention and high school graduation promotion, such as the use of early warning and intervention systems to identify students at high risk for dropping
out, have produced substantial gains in the nationwide high school graduation rate, which increased from 71.7 percent
in 2001 to 81.4 percent in 2013.8 A greater understanding of how and why students graduate from high school will help to
ensure that this momentum continues.
Recent research syntheses on high school graduation and drop out have focused on risk factors at the individual, family,
school, and community levels that lower students’ likelihood of finishing high school, such as grade retention, poor
attendance, and behavioral problems.9 Knowledge of these risks has been applied in order to develop and implement
successful dropout prevention programs. However, no existing syntheses have brought together the extant research on
the assets in young people’s lives that promote graduation or, at least, continued enrollment in high school. The purpose
of this report, therefore, is to bring together rigorous existing research on assets that predict whether students will stay
in and graduate from high school to determine which, if any, may be leveraged to boost America’s graduation rate.
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A Framework for Our Study
We framed our search using Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Framework.10 Bronfenbrenner was a world-leading
developmental scientist whose framework has become foundational for studies of children’s well-being. He recognized that young people are influenced by multiple layers of the environment within which they are embedded. These
layers of influence range from more proximal influences (e.g., families, peers, teachers), to more distal influences (e.g.,
historical events, public policies, cultural norms). For example, a student is located within a classroom within a school
within a school district. Conditions at any of these levels can influence the students’ development. According to this
framework, young people are also considered active players in their own development, capable of making decisions and
taking actions to shape their own outcomes. In other words, youth are embedded within an “ecology” that influences
their development—an ecology that includes their environment and themselves.
Figure 1. The Bioecological Framework

From a bioecological perspective, young people’s internal attitudes, beliefs, expectations, and competencies are critical
for success in school and in life. For example, being intrinsically motivated has been associated with numerous positive
outcomes for young people, such as academic achievement.11 At the same time, their different ecologies (e.g., schools,
families, and after-school programs) provide youth with key sources of positive norms and supportive relationships,
also associated with academic achievement. Thus, understanding how all of these facets of a young person and his or
her environment influence educational attainment is critical for determining why students do or do not obtain a high
school diploma.
The purpose of our review, consistent with a public health or prevention science approach, is to identify upstream levers
that can potentially impact downstream outcomes. Once upstream levers have been identified, they can be incorporated
with greater confidence into program designs.12 Numerous community-wide interventions have utilized a prevention
science approach to effectively combat a variety of youth risk behaviors, such as teen pregnancy, substance abuse, and
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youth violence.13 As an example, a Communities that Care (CTC) initiative in Pennsylvania successfully brought together key community stakeholders to identify upstream levers (e.g., risks such as individual attitudes toward drugs/alcohol
and family anti-social behavior), intervene through programs that focused on those levers, and ultimately lower rates of
adolescent substance abuse, a downstream outcome.14
In line with both the bioecological and prevention science perspectives, we examined longitudinal research from the last 25 years related to many aspects of
young peoples’ lives. Within the data, we searched for assets at multiple levels of
the human “ecology” that may act as upstream levers for the downstream outcome
of high school graduation. We focused on malleable factors, where access to
external resources (e.g., relationships) or development of internal competencies
(e.g., attitudes) can theoretically be improved via program or policy interventions. We found that access to individual psychological, institutional, and social
assets within a young person’s ecology in early adolescence can promote continued school enrollment and high school graduation. Specifically, after reviewing 182 studies of dropout and graduation, we
found 42 articles providing evidence for the existence of 10 assets that met our stringent quality criteria.15
Table 1. Summary of Findings
We reviewed 182 articles on high school graduation. We found 42 articles that met our criteria for inclusion.
# of
Data
Sources

Ecological Level

Assets

Individual
(psychological
factors such
as attitudes or
beliefs).

Internal Locus of
Control

3

3

Expectations for
Academic Attainment

5

3

Intrinsic Academic
Motivation

5

3

School Engagement

3

2

Parent Academic
Involvement

5

4

Parent-Adolescent
Connection

7

4

Peers

Peer Academic Norms

5

4

Promoting a peer culture of high academic aspirations can
increase the likelihood that students will stay in and ultimately
graduate from high school.

School

Positive StudentTeacher Relationships

12

7

Extra-Curricular
Activities

8

5

Schools can foster students’ integration into the school
community by promoting mutually respectful and caring
relationships between teachers and students, as well as by
offering opportunities for students to participate in activities
with peers and teachers outside of the school day.

Out-of-School Time
Programs

7

5

Family

Community (refers
to non-school,
community-based
institutions)

3

# of
Studies

Implications for Intervention
Interventions aimed at preventing drop out and promoting
graduation can and should focus on promoting socio-emotional
competencies such as love of learning, active engagement in
school, young peoples’ belief in their own abilities to exercise
control over their lives, and high academic aspirations which
can promote educational attainment.

Interventions aimed at preventing drop out and promoting
graduation can and should focus on increasing parent
involvement in their adolescent children’s education, e.g.
through fostering consistent communication between parents
and schools. Additionally, intervention design should take
into account ways in which the quality of parent-child
communication and support can be fostered during
adolescence.

Community-based OST programs can provide students at high
risk for drop out with access to positive adult relationships and
academic support that can improve their likelihood of staying in
and finishing high school.
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Method
Databases Used: Proquest, PsycInfo, JSTOR, Project Muse, Academic OneFile, PubMed, Web of Science, and
Google Scholar.
Search Terms: See Appendix A.
Number of Articles Derived from Search Terms: 182
Final Number of Articles that Met Inclusion Criteria: 42
Number of Assets Identified: 10
Datasets: See Appendix B.

Criteria for Inclusion in Literature Review
In order to be considered eligible for inclusion in our review, articles had to meet five criteria for determining
if the specific factor promoted high school graduation and if the findings would be valid for current students
in the United States.
1. Domestic—Studies were conducted exclusively with U.S. students.
2. Current—Articles were published in or after 1993.
3. Direct—Articles provided evidence of a direct link between the factor in question and students’ likelihood of staying in or graduating from high school.
4. Focus on Adolescence—Studies assessed predictors of graduation during adolescence (e.g., 6th grade or
later).
5. Over Time—Studies were longitudinal with at least two years passing between the assessment of the
predictor and the assessment of whether students stayed in school or graduated.

Determining Assets that Predict Retention in or Graduation from
High School
In order to be considered an evidence-based predictor of continued enrollment or graduation, potential assets had to meet three criteria:
1. Malleability—The asset had to be at least theoretically changeable so as to constitute a potential lever
for intervention. Therefore, unchangeable factors such as race/ethnicity were not considered.
2. Critical Mass—The asset’s ability to promote continued enrollment or graduation had to be attested to
by at least three independent findings.
3. Diversity of Data Sources—Findings supporting an asset’s ability to promote graduation or prevent dropout had to be derived from at least two different independent samples of students.
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Findings
From the reviewed evidence that met our criteria, we identified 10 assets that represent the most thoroughly researched
potential upstream levers for intervention available to educators and other practitioners. We acknowledge that some of
our findings are intuitive to experienced educators and youth development professionals; for instance, few teachers
would be surprised to learn that good relationships between students and teachers play a role in keeping young people
in school. Yet, not everything that is intuitive plays out in research. For example, support from peers is theoretically
linked with positive outcomes for young people; however, some research suggests that certain forms of peer connection,
such as being considered “popular” may have adverse effects in terms of educational attainment.16 We therefore stress
the importance of keeping the evidence base in mind when considering strategies for promoting graduation.
Most of the assets we identified had small to moderate effects on students’ chances of staying in or graduating from high school.17 Given the importance of a high school diploma and
difficulty involved in ensuring that high-risk students graduate, we suggest that even small
effects can make an important difference for some students. We now turn to a brief review
of our findings.

“...even small
effects can make
an important
difference for
some students.”

Individual Assets
Individual level assets include psychological factors, such as attitudes or beliefs, which promote positive outcomes for
young people. For example, individuals’ motivation and level of school engagement have been found to predict whether
they persist at difficult tasks or are able to recover from significant setbacks.18 Accordingly, we found four individual
assets that increase the likelihood students would continue their enrollment in school or graduate from high school:
intrinsic academic motivation, school engagement, high expectations for academic attainment, and having an internal locus of
control.

Intrinsic academic motivation. Intrinsic academic motivation refers to the extent to which students are motivated
to do well in school because they enjoy school, rather than being motivated by external forces, such as parental expectations.19 Theoretically, intrinsic motivation is important for preventing dropout and promoting graduation because it
affects students’ beliefs that they can succeed in school and promotes their academic persistence.20 We found three studies containing evidence that students who are intrinsically motivated to succeed at school are more likely to continue to
attend school and more likely to graduate from high school than students who are extrinsically motivated.
Table 2. Intrinsic Academic Motivation
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Citation

Sample Description

Outcome

Size of Effect
on Outcome

Abar et al., 2012

Nationally representative sample of 15,362 youth

Drop out

Moderate

Tenenbaum et al., 2007

76% White, 25% Low-income sample of 44 youth living in
Boston, MA

Drop out

Small

Zimmerman & Schmeelk-Cone, 2003

681 African American students in one Midwestern city

Graduation

Moderate

The Building Blocks of a GradNation

School engagement. School engagement describes an individual’s commitment to, and participation in, activities
related to school. Academic engagement can be behavioral (e.g., having good attendance), emotional (e.g., feeling a
bond with school), or cognitive (e.g., having a strategic approach to learning).21 Engagement may promote graduation
because it fosters resilience in the face of stressors and academic setbacks.22 We found six studies containing evidence
that gains in school engagement can increase a student’s likelihood of staying in and graduating from high school.
Table 3. School Engagement
Citation

Sample Description

Outcome

Size of Effect
on Outcome

Connell et al., 1995

443 African-American students from one public school
district in New York State

Drop out

Moderate

Fall & Roberts, 2012

Nationally representative sample of 14,781 youth

Graduation

Moderate

Finn & Rock, 1997

1,803 African-American and Hispanic students sampled from
NELS:88 participants

Drop out

Moderate

Rumberger, 1995

Nationally representative sample of 17,424 youth

Drop out

Large

Stearns et al., 2007

Nationally representative sample of 13,356 youth

Drop out

Small

Wang & Fredericks, 2014

58% African American, 36% White sample of 1,272 students
from one school district in northeast U.S.

Drop out

Small

Expectations for academic attainment. The extent to which students believe they will achieve academically,
finish high school, and continue on to college are collectively known as their expectations for academic attainment.
Individuals tend to act and interpret events according to their expectations, and student achievement in school is no
exception.23 For example, students who expect to finish school may be more likely to increase effort or try new strategies aimed at completing school in the face of academic and social setbacks compared to those who do not necessarily
expect themselves to finish.24 These more persistent and resilient students are subsequently more likely to attain a high
school diploma. We found five studies containing evidence that students who have a clear expectation of finishing high
school do, in fact, finish high school at higher rates than students with lower or less clear academic expectations.
Table 4. Expectations for Academic Attainment
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Citation

Sample Description

Outcome

Size of Effect
on Outcome

Driscoll, 1997

1,781 Hispanic youth

Drop out

Small

Ou & Reynolds, 2008

94% African-American, 83% Low-income sample of 1,286
youth in Chicago, IL

Graduation

Moderate

Rumberger, 1995

Nationally representative sample of 17,424 youth

Drop out

Moderate

Stearns et al., 2007

Nationally representative sample of 13,356 youth

Drop out

Moderate

Suh et al., 2007

Nationally representative sample of 4,327 youth

Drop out

Small
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Internal locus of control. Internal locus of control refers to the extent to which individuals believe they exercise
control over their own destiny and attribute success or failure to their own actions.25 Having an external locus of control (believing events are outside of one’s control) tends to reduce students’ effort at school and depress their overall
school performance.26 We found three studies containing evidence that students with an internal locus of control are
more likely to stay in school than students with a greater external locus of control.
Table 5. Internal Locus of Control
Citation

Sample Description

Outcome

Size of Effect
on Outcome

Fall & Roberts, 2012

Nationally representative sample of 14,781 youth

Drop out

Moderate

Finn & Rock, 1997

1,803 African-American and Hispanic students sampled from
NELS:88 participants

Drop out

Small to
Moderate

Rumberger, 1995

Nationally representative sample of 17,424 youth

Drop out

Moderate

Family Assets
Parents provide critical resources, opportunities, and guidance to their children.27 Thus, strong connections between
adolescents and their parents, as well as the extent to which parents are involved in the academic lives of their adolescent children, predict whether or not students will stay in and ultimately graduate from high school.

Parent academic involvement. Parents can be involved in the academic lives of their children in many ways, including helping with homework, being involved in school committees, attending parent-teacher conferences, or communicating regularly with a child’s school.28 This support can facilitate a student’s connection to extra assistance for
accomplishing academic goals and ultimately boost academic performance and attainment.29 We found ﬁve studies
containing evidence that parent academic involvement increases adolescents’ chances of staying in and graduating from
high school.
Table 6. Parent Academic Involvement
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Citation

Sample Description

Outcome

Size of Effect
on Outcome

Carpenter & Ramirez, 2007

Nationally representative sample of 17,613 youth

Drop out

Small

Jimerson, et. al., 2000

63% White, 14% African-American, 14% Mixed-race
sample of 177 youth

Drop out

Small

Ou & Reynolds, 2008

49% Male, 94% Black, 83% Eligible for free lunch sample of
1,286 youth

Graduation

No Effects

Rumberger, 1995

Nationally representative sample of 17,424 youth

Drop out

Small

Stearns, et. al., 2007

Nationally representative sample of 12,343 to 13,356
youth

Drop out

Small

Stone, 2006

Nationally representative sample of 2,174 youth

Drop out

Small
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Parent-adolescent connection. The connection between parents and their adolescent children refers both to the
emotional support that parents provide to their children, as well as to open communication between the two parties.30
These kinds of positive relationships promote academic success by encouraging positive affect, self-confidence and
cooperative behavior in young people, all of which are important for thriving in school.31 We found seven studies
containing evidence that adolescents who have a strong connection with their parents are more likely to continue to be
enrolled in school, and to graduate from high school, than peers with weaker connections to their parents.
Table 7. Parent-Adolescent Connection
Size of Effect
on Outcome

Citation

Sample Description

Outcome

Englund, et. al., 2008

179 children of low socio-economic status mothers. 67%
White, 11% African American, 16% Mixed Race, 2% Other

Graduation
and Drop out

Small

Fall & Roberts, 2012

Nationally representative sample of 14,781 youth

Drop out

Small

Hess & Copeland, 2001

54% Hispanic, 41% White, 39% female sample of 92 youth

Graduation
and Drop out

Not Listed

Stearns, et. al., 2007

Nationally representative sample of 12,343 to 13,356 youth

Drop out

Small

Teachman, et. al., 1997

Nationally representative sample of 10,899 youth

Drop out

Small

Tenenbaum et al., 2007

44 youth (25 girls, 19 boys): 76% White, 25% qualified for free
lunch

Graduation

Small

Stone, 2006

Nationally representative sample of 2,174 youth

Drop out

Small

Peer Academic Norms
Young people’s relationships with their peers become more important in adolescence, as peers serve as key sources of
social and emotional support and create social norms for behaviors and attitudes.32 Although we did not find enough
evidence to support the claim that peer social support predicts high school graduation, we did find that the norms to
which individuals were exposed as a result of peer relationships predicted whether or not they persisted in and graduated from high school.

Peer norms. Peer norms of academic attainment refer to the expectations and beliefs that members of a young person’s peer network hold about doing well in school and continuing or not continuing their education.33 Individuals tend
to become more like their peers over time; thus, peers inform self-expectations and ultimately influence students’ likelihood of graduation.34 We found four studies containing evidence that young people who are connected to peers that do
well in school and expect to finish high school, are themselves more likely to continue in school and to graduate high
school than students connected to lower achieving and lower aspiring peers.
Table 8. Peer Academic Norms
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Citation

Sample Description

Outcome

Size of Effect
on Outcome

Barile et al., 2012

Nationally representative sample of 7,779 youth

Drop out

Small

Palardy, 2013

Nationally representative sample of 10,936 youth

Graduation

Small

Ryabov, 2011

Nationally representative sample of 19,117 youth

Graduation

Large

Suh, Suh, & Houston, 2007

Nationally representative sample of 4,327 youth

Drop out

Small
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School Assets
Schools exert profound influence on students’ academic performance. When students feel accepted at their schools
and have opportunities to be engaged in the school environment, they are more likely to persist in obtaining a high
school diploma. We found two school-based assets that predicted students’ likelihood of staying in or graduating from
high school: positive student-teacher relationships (STRs) and participation in school-based extra-curricular activities
(ECAs).

Positive student-teacher relationships. Positive STRs are characterized by students’ belief in teacher competence,
teacher expression of care for students, and respectful interactions between the two parties.35 The ability of students
to talk to teachers about personal or academic challenges may also be an important component of these relationships.36
Additionally, some students benefit from teachers serving as mentors and demonstrating a long-term investment in
their lives. Positive student-teacher relationships create connections for students in school, a supportive culture for
learning, and a climate that encourages students to remain engaged in school by partly fulfilling a basic need for connectedness to other people.37 We found 12 studies that contained evidence that students who have positive relationships with their teachers or are mentored by a teacher are more likely to remain in and eventually graduate from high
school than students who have negative relationships with teachers or lack a teacher-mentor.
Table 9. Positive Student-Teacher Relationships
Citation

Sample Description

Outcome

Size of Effect
on Outcome

Ahrens, et. al., 2010

1,714 youth receiving special education services

Graduation

Small

Barile, et. al., 2012

Nationally representative sample of 7,779 youth

Drop out

Moderate

Brooks, 2010

Nationally representative sample of 11,360 youth

Graduation

Small

Croninger & Lee, 2001

Nationally representative sample of 10,979 youth

Drop out

Moderate

Erickson & Phillips, 2012

Nationally representative sample of 8,379 youth

Graduation

Small

Fall & Roberts, 2012

Nationally representative sample of 14,781 youth

Drop out

Small

Hayes, 1998

90.5% White, 15% low-income sample of 118 youth in one
suburban high school

Graduation

Moderate

Lee & Burkham, 2003

Nationally representative sample of 3,840 youth

Drop out

Small

O'Connor, 1995

257 high risk youth in one urban high school

Drop out

Small

Pellerin, 2005

4,743 urban youth; 50.6% Black or Hispanic youth

Drop out

Moderate

Rumberger, 1995

Nationally representative sample of 8,379 youth

Graduation

Small

Stearns et. al., 2007

Nationally representative sample of 12,343 youth

Drop out

Moderate

School-based extra-curricular activities. ECAs are school-sponsored activities that are optional for students,
ungraded, and usually take place outside the normal school day; they include athletics, student government and performing arts.38 ECA participation may promote graduation because it exposes students to peer groups with positive
academic norms and fosters students’ connection with school.39 Eight studies contain evidence that students who participate in school-based ECAs are more likely to stay enrolled in school and more likely to graduate from high school
than those who do not.
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Table 10. School-Based Extra-Curricular Activities
Citation

Sample Description

Outcome

Size of Effect
on Outcome

Brooks, 2010

Nationally representative sample of 11,360 youth

Graduation

Small

Furstenberg & Neumark, 2007

528 high-risk high school students: 75.4% Minority, in
Philadelphia

Drop out

Small

Mahoney & Cairns, 1997

329 youth; 25% Black in Southern U.S.

Drop out and
Graduation

Moderate

Mahoney, 2000

695 youth; 25% Black in Southern U.S.

Drop out

Large

Mahoney, Cairns & Farmer, 2003

695 youth; 25% Black in Southern U.S.

Drop out

Large to
Moderate

McNeal, 1995

Nationally representative sample of 17,424 youth

Graduation

Small to
Moderate

Randolph et. al., 2004

692 urban, low-income youth, 90% Black

Drop out

Small

Rumberger, 1995

Nationally representative sample of 14,249 youth

Drop out

Small

Community Assets
Though much research has pointed to communities as a source of risk for adolescent academic outcomes, communities
are also sources of supportive relationships, social norms, and institutional resources.40 Few studies have examined
assets present in communities promoting high school graduation; however, a growing body of evaluation literature
suggests community-based out-of-school time (OST) programs can promote high school graduation. While these programs are similar to school-based ECAs, these community-based programs are accessed in different locations and social
contexts in young people’s lives. Moreover, evidence suggests that community-based programs promote educational
outcomes via different means than school-based ECAs.

Community-based out-of-school time programs. These programs typically consist of structured adult-led activities such as community service, academic enrichment, or social-emotional learning outside of the normal school day.
They are based in non-school institutions such as universities or community-based organizations.41 Upward Bound,
The Quantum Opportunities Project, After-School Matters, Citizen Schools and SummerBridge are all examples of OST
programs that have been evaluated and found to have at least modest effects on students’ likelihood of finishing high
school.
Whereas the effectiveness of school-based ECAs lies in socially integrating students into schools, community-based
OST programs are thought to be effective because they foster relationships between caring adult mentors and teens
while providing academic assistance and enrichment to young people for whom such support would not otherwise be
available.42 All evaluations show that young people from high-risk populations (e.g., live in poverty, have been involved
in the juvenile justice system, or have low educational aspirations) who participate in these programs are more likely to
graduate from high school than similarly high-risk peers who do not participate.
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Table 11. Community-Based OST Programs
Citation

Program

Sample Description

Outcome

Size of Effect
on Outcome

Arcaira, et. al., 2010

Citizen Schools

896 Students: 75% Black, 21% Hispanic, 84%
low-income, in Boston, MA

Graduation

Small

George, et. al., 2007

After-School Matters

20,370 Chicago Public Schools students

Drop out and
Graduation

Small

Harlow & Baenen, 2001

SummerBridge

166 students: 51.2% Black, 5.8% Hispanic,
32.6% White. 34% Low- income, in Wake
County, NC

Drop out and
Graduation

Moderate

Hahn, et. al., 1994

The Quantum
Opportunities Project

400 high-risk, low-income youth at five sites
in Northeast, Midwest and Southern U.S.

Drop out and
Graduation

Small to
Moderate

1,100 high-risk students: 26% Hispanic, 68%
African-American in five sites in Midwest,
South, Northeast, and Pacific Northwest

Drop out and
Graduation

No Effects

Graduation

Small

2,800 students of non-college educated
parents: 28% White, 19% Hispanic, 43%
Black, 10% other; 85% low-income at 67 sites
across U.S.

Drop out and
Graduation

Small to Large

Graduation

No Effects

Graduation

Small

Schirm et. al., 2006
Rodrigeuz-Planas, 2012
Myers & Schirm, 1999
Myers et. al., 2004

Upward Bound

Nathan, 2013

Considerations Based on Findings
Implications for Policy and Practice
The influential assets revealed through our literature review provide policymakers and practitioners with insights into
where effective investments and programs can be directed in order to optimize students’ chances of finishing high
school. Four specific recommendations for policy and practice emerged from this review:

Foster students’ beliefs in themselves and engagement with school. There is strong evidence suggesting that students’ behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs about themselves play a role in determining their likelihood of graduating from
high school. Programs that boost school engagement, set high academic expectations for all young people, and instill an
internal sense of control will likely help increase the probability that young people will stay in school and graduate.

Promote connections with parents, peers, and teachers. Similarly, the quality and quantity of relational resources
available to young people may also be related to their educational attainment. Relationships with parents and teachers
are particularly important for promoting a young person’s ability to stay on track to graduation. Therefore, programs
that promote parental involvement in their children’s education, promote consistent communication and supportive relationships between parents and children during adolescence, foster strong relationships between teachers and
students, and encourage teachers to invest time and energy in mentoring vulnerable students could have tremendous
benefits. In addition, fostering a student peer culture in which high educational expectations are valued may also help
to increase students’ chances of graduating from high school.
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Schools and community-based institutions can foster positive attitudes and connect young people with
social resources. Schools and communities provide programming outside of the school day that can improve adolescents’ connection to positive social assets and aid in the development of strong internal ones. Specifically, participation
in extra-curricular activities in schools and community-based organizations have been found to be associated with
increases in students’ likelihood of staying in and graduating from high school. Previous reviews suggest these kinds of
programs influence youths’ academic outcomes because they foster the development of internal strengths, such as high
academic aspirations, while also providing positive academic norms from caring adults and peer groups.43 We, therefore, suggest that policymakers and practitioners think of community- and school-based extra-curricular activities as a
means for connecting young people with opportunities to forge relationships and develop important individual capacities that can promote educational attainment.

A holistic approach is needed. All of the assets we have identified have been shown to affect young peoples’ chances
of staying in and finishing high school, but these effects, by and large, are modest. Our research suggests that no single
asset holds the potential to act as a “silver bullet” for preventing drop out and encouraging graduation. It is likely students, especially those at high risk of dropping out, require access to an array of assets to ensure that they have a bright
educational future.
In order for our nation to achieve a 90 percent graduation rate by 2020 and help ensure all young people are on a path
for lifelong success, it is important to think beyond discrete programs that target those students at the greatest risk for
drop out. Whole school reform strategies (e.g., a community schools approach) or broader community strategies (e.g.,
development of a comprehensive community initiative) may be necessary to provide support to all students who need
it and will help ensure that we, as a nation, continue to make progress on raising the graduation rate.44

What More Do We Need to Know?
This literature review uncovered some additional questions that would benefit from further research:

How much do demographics and risk matter? The bioecological framework suggests different kinds of individuals
may respond differently to similar environmental conditions. Therefore, it is important to understand how different
contextual assets might have varying impacts for young people depending on their demographic characteristics and
life experiences. The prevention science approach also suggests that having more risk factors can make it more difficult
for assets to promote positive outcomes in young people.45 Even though many studies were conducted with diverse
samples in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status and age, the majority of analyses (with some notable
exceptions) did not examine variation in the effects of assets by these demographic characteristics.46 Furthermore, we
only found four studies that considered how effects of assets differed by the amount of risk to which young people were
exposed.47 We suggest that future research assess how assets might work differently for young people from different
demographic backgrounds, as well as how different levels of risks related to high school drop out, such as mental health,
physical safety, school quality, and neighborhood disorder might attenuate the ability of assets to promote graduation.

Are there other potential levers for intervention? Compared to the body of research on educational risk factors, relatively little research has explored which assets can promote graduation and protect against drop out; therefore, future
research may identify additional assets, beyond those noted in this report, that influence educational attainment. In particular, we found no studies that investigated non-institutional community-level assets such as neighborhood collective
efficacy (i.e., the extent to which neighborhood residents can act collectively upon shared norms and values), and very
few studies on school policies and practices in relation to high school graduation or drop out.48 Furthermore, the bodies
of evidence for peer effects and individual assets were also quite small. Lastly, we found several potential assets that
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did not meet our criteria for inclusion due to a small number of studies or too few data sources. These include teacher
expectations for students, parental monitoring of adolescents, and constrained school curriculum.49 Future research is
necessary to identify additional assets at the individual, family, peer, school, and community levels that may impact
young people’s chances of finishing high school.

Conclusion
Recent progress in boosting graduation rates suggests the GradNation goal of a 90 percent on-time national high school
graduation rate can be reached. However, for too many students in too many school districts, graduation is not the
norm. The existing body of research suggests there are many potential avenues of policy and practice intervention that
can help to ensure the recent gains in graduation rates are not lost and momentum toward the 90 percent goal continues. We believe expanding the conversation around high school graduation beyond the identification of risks to include
a careful consideration of how assets can promote educational attainment has the potential to open a new front in the
effort to achieve the 90 percent on-time graduation goal. We urge the practitioners and policymakers who read this report to consider new directions for intervention that leverage multiple individual and contextual assets to ensure every
young person in America attains a high school diploma.
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APPENDIX A: SEARCH TERMS
Level

Search Terms

Outcome Terms

Individual

Engagement, “school engagement” , motivation, “intrinsic motivation”, “extrinsic
motivation”, optimism, “locus of control”, expectation*, aspiration*, persistence, “self
perception*”

Parents

Family, Parent*, monitor*, communication, involvement, support, expectation*, connect*,
“academic support”, “social support” “parent-school involvement”

graduation, drop
out, enrollment,
“education*
attainment”

Peers

Peer*, achievement, norms, aspirations, expectations, support, connection,

School

School, Teacher*, climate, expectation*, curriculum, “student-teacher relation*”, “teacherstudent relation*”, mentor*, “vocational education”, “Career and Technical Education”,
belonging, bonding, “extra-curricular”, athletic*, sport*, art*, club*, size, improvement, police*

Community

community, neighborhood, “collective efficacy”, “social cohesion”, “out-of-school time”, OST,
mobility, “housing voucher”, “school voucher”, “social capital”

APPENDIX B: DATA SOURCES
We included articles that analyzed data from several localized and community-based longitudinal surveys, eight program evaluations, and
six nationally representative longitudinal surveys. Nationally representative datasets were The National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent
Health (AddHealth), the National Educational Longitudinal Survey of 1988 (NELS:88), The NELS:88 High School Effectiveness Study
(HSES), High School and Beyond (HSB), The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth of 1997 (NLSY:97), and The Educational Longitudinal
Survey of 2002 (ELS:2002).
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The Five Promises
Caring Adults
Young people need to be surrounded by caring adults providing love, challenge,
active support, a vision for a brighter future and opportunities for them to take
responsibility for their own lives.

Safe Places
Young people need physical and psychological safety at home, in school, online
and in the community.

Healthy Start
Young people need the conditions that make it possible to grow physically, socially
and intellectually starting at the earliest ages.

Effective Education
Young people need not only a high school diploma, but a high-quality learning
experience that prepares them for college and career.

Opportunity to Serve
Young people need service opportunities to help them develop belonging in their
communities, empowerment to be positive contributors and a sense of personal
responsibility.
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