RALEIGH, N.C. (AP) — The percentage of students dropping out of North Carolina high schools remained largely unchanged for the past three years, says a new report issued as reforms including smaller classes and relevant courses aim to cut into the problem.
Nearly 5 percent of the state's high school students — about 20,000 — quit during the 2004-05 year and did not return this year, a report released Wednesday said.
Though North Carolina has improved results on state and national standarized tests over the past decade, large numbers of students continued to quit high school short of graduation. Graduation rates show only about 60 percent of ninth-graders complete high school four years later.
A third of all students who dropped out last year were ninth-graders, and state school board chairman Howard Lee said it's no accident that students are allowed to quit their education at age 16. He said the dropout age should be raised.
"We do students a disservice to send the message that it is acceptable to drop out of school when they are 16 years old," Lee said. "A high school diploma is a minimum requirement for future success, and we will continue to press for changing the compulsory school attendance age."
A national report released Thursday said dropout rates are an epidemic that undercuts job prospects for 1 million students every year. The study was based on a survey of 470 dropouts nationwide and commissioned by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
Many of the students said they would have stayed if their schools had demanded more of them and provided stronger academic and personal support, the report said.
A $10 million grant from the Gates Foundation has funded much of a North Carolina effort to create small high schools oriented around particular career themes. The state also has new initiatives aiming to increase support for students, including ninth-grade academies.
Smaller class sizes and courses that students see as relevant to their goals are key to helping students stay in school, state Superintendent June Atkinson said.
Part of the answer may lie in encouraging churches and other faith-based groups to get more involved in after-hours tutoring, Lee said. Children receiving one-on-one tutoring set up by community groups have shown greater progress than children without that support, he said.
"I think the problem is that we're still relying too much on the schools to close this gap" since students too often lack needed support at home, Lee said.
The state report also reflected continuing wide gaps among students by ethnicity.
The dropout rate among American Indian students was 9.5 percent. Hispanic students dropped out at 8.5 percent; black students, 5.5 percent; white students, 4.4 percent and Asian students, 2.5 percent.
Lee said he's disappointed that North Carolina's school districts haven't had more success in closing the achievement gap between whites and blacks.
"I'm pleased with the trending, but to make such a big deal out of it and not see more of a dent leaves one wondering what's going on," he said.
