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Pathway 2 Tomorrow: Local Visions for America’s Future, along with its 78 partners,
awarded 24 recipients across 14 states and the District of Columbia with stipends
for innovative ideas to transform education outcomes in the U.S.
The goal of P2T’s Call for Proposals was to hear local ideas with the potential to transform our education system and these
proposals rose to the top through our rigorous review process. Over 2 months, P2T received 240 submissions across 39 states
representing all geographical regions with ideas to propel education initiatives at the state and local levels. Proposals came
from policymakers, entrepreneurs, educators, parents, researchers, advocates, nonprofits and business leaders.

The submitted proposals were reviewed by more than 30 cross-professional leaders based on the established need, whether
it was research-informed, innovative, encompassed a clear path to implementation and anticipated significant results.
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Executive Summary

The Challenge
Nationwide, approximately 4.5 million high school age youth
should be in school, but they aren’t.

The dropout epidemic
It is common perception is that these youth don’t care
about school or understand the value of a high school
diploma, but national research and our experience
show the opposite to be true. Civic Enterprises in
their groundbreaking research published in The Silent
Epidemic in 2006 found that approximately 78% of
students left school for non-academic reasons (need to
work to support their families, pregnant or parenting,
chronic medical issues, social anxiety or bullying, etc).
Nationally, 67% of dropouts were passing all of their
courses when they left school. Eighty-one percent said
they believe a high school education is important for
achieving their goals in life, while 76% reported they
would return to school if they could attend a program
with others in the same situation. Graduation Alliance
has surveyed more than 12,000 returning dropouts about
their motivations for returning to school. Approximately
36% reported that they wanted to attend college and 33%
said they needed a diploma to get a job or a better job.
GRADUATION ALLIANCE

Belfield, Levin, and Rosen (2012) estimated the cost of
lost economic opportunities as well as fiscal costs from
foregone tax revenues, and additional public costs such
as crime and higher public health and welfare costs of socalled “opportunity youth,” at $258,240 per youth, over a
lifetime in present value, and the cost to society
at $755,900.1
It is our observation that the greatest barriers to effective
dropout recovery programs for high school age
students include:
• Onerous seat-time or time-tracking
attendance methodologies.
• Inflexible funding mechanisms, including single or twice
annual counts and funding caps, for example, provide
little to no financial support for returning dropouts.
• Accountability disincentives which weight test scores
more highly than graduation rates – and discourage
local systems from fighting to keep students from
traditionally low-performing subgroups.
1

• Lack of transparency around the true number of
dropouts because of legal dropout age limits (which
is age 18 in 22 states, at last count). Dropout reports
typically show the low single digits while graduation
rates hover around 82% nationwide. Much of the
discrepancy comes from classifying students who leave
school before they are legally allowed to “drop out”
as habitual truants. As a result, the actual number of
students who leave high school without a diploma
is understated.
• Relying on local districts with too few resources and too
many priorities as they focus on serving the students
who are still showing up to school every day to focus on
dropout recovery, as well.
Several states have developed evidence-based pay-forperformance dropout recovery programs to address
these challenges. Graduation Alliance, which has
successfully served the most at-risk students in our
nation, has been called on to consult with policymakers
across the country on best practices in dropout recovery
and many of these practices have been included in
legislation to bring flexibility and funding mechanisms
into alignment with best practices in dropout recovery.
We will discuss the key principles of legislation that
enables and incentivize districts to do this
important work.
Ohio and Michigan have recently disrupted the traditional
adult education system with a state-managed payfor-performance adult dropout recovery model that
has yielded in their first year of operations compelling
outcomes and numbers of students served. Learnings
from these programs can also be used to inform policy
and have potential for helping systems overcome the
ongoing barriers to dropout recovery at both the state
and local level, with learnings from these programs
incorporated in the policy discussion and model
legislation for a state-managed dropout recovery
program included in Appendix 2.

What are the benefits of taking on this
challenge?
According to Dr. Henry Levin, the lifetime ROI for a high
school graduate is $755,900. Let’s break that down:
• According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the benefit
to individuals who earn a HS diploma compared with
high school dropouts is anticipated to be:
– On average ~$469k net gain in earnings over
their lifetime.
– Improved employment opportunities (average
unemployment rate of 5.3 vs 7.7 for high
school dropouts2).
– Disruption of cycles of intergenerational poverty.
– Increased post-secondary achievement levels for
succeeding generations3.
Based on the research of Levin and others cited above,
for communities, the outcomes are both economic and
social in nature and include:
• Immediate workforce development opportunities to
meet critical labor shortages.
• Decreased unemployment costs for employers.
• Economic multiplier effects to the State as more jobs
are filled, more individuals have disposable income to
reinvest in the local economy.
• Lower crime rates, safer neighborhoods, decreased
costs related to incarceration.
• Improved family economic stability.
• Decreased costs related to healthcare for families and
individuals utilizing government-subsidized programs.

The goal of this paper is to lay out a set of principles and policy approaches for satisfying each
principle that address the variety of needs each state faces. It is our hope that by selecting and
combining the best approach for the state from each principle, state policy makers and agencies
can develop and implement dropout recovery policies that lead to widescale change for our
students and the communities in which they live.
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How this paper is organized?
This paper proposes two frameworks for making dropout
recovery possible and a priority: a district-operated
model and a state-managed model. The advantages and
disadvantages of each model is provided as a
starting point.
Because every state has its own nuances, we next provide
policy discussions around five principles that enable
strong dropout recovery programs. For each principle,
we describe a variety of approaches states can take to
meet local needs; further, we provide sample legislative
language that can be employed to address each principle
in range of contexts.
•P
 rinciple 1: Meeting Students Where They Are At Providing a Flexible Dropout Recovery Program
• Principle 2: Funding Success

Additionally, two complete versions of model legislation
are provided.
Model Legislation Package #1 contains a model bill
summary and complete model legislation for a districtimplementation pay-for-success model for
dropout recovery.
Model Legislation Package #2 contains model bill
summary and model legislation for a state-managed payfor-outcomes dropout recovery program that references
the best practices of the state-managed adult high school
diploma programs currently being operated in Ohio
and Michigan.
Case studies of the structure and performance outcomes
achieved by the Ohio and Michigan state-managed, payfor-performance adult dropout recovery programs follows
in Appendix 1.

• Principle 3: Student Eligibility Requirements
•P
 rinciple 4: Using Accountability Systems to
Incentivize Dropout Recovery Programs
•P
 rinciple 5: Incorporating Best Practices for
Dropout Recovery

GRADUATION ALLIANCE
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Program Frameworks:

District-Operated Or
State-Managed
One seminal decision point is whether to delegate the responsibility for dropout
recovery programs to local districts or to create a state-managed program.

While there is no right answer, there are clear advantages
and disadvantages to each approach as described
below. The principles discussed in the following sections
identify whether a particular policy option is well-suited
for one framework or another. The appendices contain
a complete model dropout recovery policy package for
each program framework.

Model 1: District-operated programs
Advantages:
• Districts have names and contact info for students who
should be in school but aren’t.
• Districts work closely with local agencies and
organizations that can support location of and ancillary
services for dropouts (e.g., sheriff, juvenile justice, child
services, community-based organizations).

GRADUATION ALLIANCE

• Allows for funding within state aid.
• Allows districts to contract with expert organizations to
rapidly expand their capacity.

Disadvantages:
• Most districts’ primary focus is serving students who
show up every day and struggle to allocate personnel.
• Small districts may struggle to find individuals with the
expertise to administer dropout recovery programs
according to best practice.
• Many districts rely on a single approach to dropout
recovery – usually phone calls to encourage students
to come back to the setting they already opted out of.
Rarely do students get to choose from a suite of options
the program that will work best for them.

4

• To effectively do dropout recovery, districts have to
confront the size of the issue, which could create public
relations challenges.
• Many state accountability systems prioritize test scores
over graduation rates making it more advantageous from
an accountability perspective for districts to not provide
dropout recovery programs.

Model 2: State-managed programs
Advantages:
• A state-managed program can be operated by multiple
approved providers, giving students a variety of choices
for re-engaging in their education through a program that
meets their needs.
• State-managed programs can have greater impact in
terms of reaching and serving more students in a shorter
amount of time.
• Central management of providers ensures high quality
program offerings and that students have the best
possible chance for success.
• Greater transparency into program operations, impact,
and outcomes gives legislatures greater confidence that
dropout recovery funding is being well spent.
• Single set of graduation requirements streamlines
operational processes, reducing management

Disadvantages:
• Increased administrative burden on the
administering agency.
• Requires funding appropriations outside of state aid.
• Requires the state to authorize the diploma or rely on
local education agencies or providers to authorize
the diploma.
• Relies on advertising and referrals rather than direct
communication strategy based on a list of
known dropouts.
• Potential competition between state agencies vying to
house the program.
• Relies on providers to work closely with local agencies
and organizations that can support location of and
ancillary services for dropouts (e.g., sheriff, juvenile
justice, child services, community-based organizations).
• May require funding outside of traditional state
school aid.

GRADUATION ALLIANCE
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Principle 1:

Meeting Students Where
They’re At – Providing Flexibility
For Dropout Recovery Programs
In 2006, the Gates Foundation-funded research study The Silent Epidemic
revolutionized how we think about dropouts in this country.

According to the study, more than two thirds of the
dropouts they interviewed were passing all of their
classes when they dropped out. Eighty-one percent said
they knew a high school diploma was critical to their
success in life, and 76 percent said they would return to
their education under the right circumstances 4.
Why, then, are students dropping out of school? In
our experience, students leave school because they
cannot reconcile the demands of life: working to
support themselves or their families, taking care of a
child or other family members, chronic medical issues,
debilitating anxiety.

GRADUATION ALLIANCE

Offering these students the opportunity to return to
the same environment they left is not a viable solution.
Requiring students to return in time to be counted (and
funded) in October excludes students who aren’t yet
ready to return or didn’t hear about the program in time.
And interrupting the momentum students develop once
they have returned to school during traditional summer
break precludes precious credit-earning opportunities
and jeopardizes continued connections with the student.
That’s why the foundation of strong dropout recovery
policy for youth is expressly allowing programs in
multiple modalities; allowing partnerships with expert
organizations; creating multiple count opportunities; and
allowing for year-round programs.
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Multiple providers, multiple modalities

• Ability to provide career pathways coursework.

The best program design for a returning dropout is highly
dependent on the circumstances that led the student
to dropout in the first place and the personality and
life circumstances of the student at the time they are
considering re-engaging in their education. A student
who left school because they were bullied may be willing
to return to campus-based program if that program is at
another school site; a blended learning program is ideal
for students who need flexibility in order to work but
also needs a dedicated time and place to focus on school
because they are couch surfing with friends; an fully
online program may better meet the needs of students
who have unpredictable schedules or social anxiety.
Giving students options increases the chances that they
will return to their education and graduate.

• Ability to provide preparation for industryrecognized credentials.

There are a variety of ways to accomplish these objectives
from a policy perspective, including open provider
networks and seat-time waivers.

Open provider networks
An open provider network is particularly suited to
state-managed dropout recovery programs; however,
the principle applies to all dropout recovery programs.
Having a variety of programs to offer students and
allowing students to select the program that best meets
their needs is a recipe for success.
In Ohio’s adult dropout recovery program, the state has
created a set of requirements based in best practice
in dropout recovery. Any provider who meets these
requirements can be approved to operate a program.
Providers must maintain minimum program standards in
order to maintain their approval.
A sample set of provider requirements could include:
• Public, non-profit, or private organization with at least
two years of experience providing dropout
recovery services
• Ability to provide academic skill intake assessment and
transcript evaluations.
• Ability to develop a learning plan that integrates
academic requirements and career goals.
• Course catalog that includes all courses necessary to
meet [State name] [diploma name]
graduation requirements.
• Ability to provide remediation coursework in literacy
and numeracy.
GRADUATION ALLIANCE

• Accredited by a recognized regional accrediting body.
Minimum program performance standards might include:
1. Minimum of 50% graduation rate. Graduation rate
shall be defined as total graduates for the cohort year
divided all students for the cohort year for whom the
provider has received funding. Graduation rate shall be
calculated one cohort year in arrears.
2. C
 ost per graduate of $7,000 or less. Cost per graduate
shall be defined as total program funding reimbursed
to provider divided by total graduates for a cohort year.

Seat-time waivers
Seat-time waivers are not a new concept; however,
without proper accountability, seat-time waivers can
create significant financial risk for a state. As we discuss
in Principle 2 page 11, strong dropout recovery policy
includes funding performance, which creates a strong
counterbalance to flexibility of a seat-time waiver while
allowing appropriate flexibility to meet students where
they are at and get them back on track to graduation
and a productive life.
Codifying Seat-Time Waivers for Dropout Recovery Programs

One way to mitigate this risk to is to codify a seat-time
waiver specifically for dropout recovery programs. The
seat-time waiver applies only to specifically defined
populations under prescribed conditions.

MODEL
POLICY
School boards that contract with educational
service providers meeting the standards in
subsection (d) may establish measures of
competency based learning through which
students earn graduation credit. School boards
which establish such measures are exempt
from existing hours and time based credit
requirements upon the submission their dropout
recovery competency based programming
policy and evidence of compliance with dropout
recovery program standards to the State
Department of Education.
7

OTHER EXAMPLES:
STRONG POLICY
Michigan: MCL 380.1280
Subsections (3) and (8) [requiring minimum hours and
minutes of attendance] do not apply to eligible pupils
enrolled in a dropout recovery program that meets
the requirements of section 23a [dropout
recovery code].

WEAK POLICY
Applications for Seat-Time Waivers for Dropout Recovery Programs

A more conservative approach to seat-time waivers is
to grant specific waivers to specific districts to operate
dropout recovery programs. This is not our recommended
approach because it creates administrative burden to
review and manage the waivers and typically results in
limiting program starts to between one and four times per
year. However, in states where there is sensitivity around
online learning, this may be a more palatable approach
than a codified seat-time waiver.

Allow partnerships with expert
organizations, allow staff to be
provided by expert partners
Locating, re-engaging, and serving students who
have left school once requires the application of best
practices. Many districts find that the expertise required
far exceeds simply caring enough to invite the students
to return. It means offering a substantially different
program to meet the needs of these vulnerable students.
This kind of expertise takes years to develop and is
difficult to cultivate internally during times of teacher
shortage, in small districts where qualified staff play
many roles already, and in districts that are operating
at maximum capacity to serve students who show up
every day. That’s why an important element of dropout
recovery policy is to allow districts explicitly to partner
with expert organizations to do this work, including
allowing the program instructional and social support
staff to provide the day-to-day support for students. The
strongest policies which facilitate program development
and participation allow teachers provided by program

GRADUATION ALLIANCE

operators to be certified in any state. States like Arizona
and Arkansas allow third party operators to provide
licensed teachers as the teacher of record.
STRONG POLICY
Arizona: 15-901.06
I. S
 chool districts and charter schools may contract
with an educational management organization to
provide a dropout recovery program. If contracting
with an educational management organization, the
school district or charter school shall ensure that…:
(2) T
 eachers provided by the educational management
organization hold a current teaching license from
any state and a valid Arizona fingerprint clearance
card pursuant to section 15-534, and teachers of
core subjects are highly qualified in the subjects to
which they are assigned.

Allowing districts and agencies to outsource instruction
support can be tricky political waters to navigate. States
where this is an issue have navigated these waters
by requiring the local district to provide a “teacher of
record” to validate student learning and submit the final
grade. Note: this strategy requires finesse, as requiring
a different teacher of record for every subject can create
a significant administrative burden for the local district.
Many states, however, recognize that these programs do
not take students away from traditional environments,
they allow districts to serve students who otherwise were
not participating.

Monthly enrollment counts
Because so many of our students who leave school
without a diploma do so for life issues, making funding
available to districts to educating returning dropouts only
once or twice a year – or worse yet, providing no additional
funding for districts to serve returning dropouts becomes a significant barrier to providing an education
for this population.
One route several states have taken is to provide a
separate set of funding rules for dropout recovery programs.
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Equating a monthly count system
with existing funding system
Arizona, which until funds traditional programs on the
basis of daily attendance at school for the first 100 days
of the school year, allowed students to return monthly
and equates monthly progress to their existing 100day count system (i.e., each month a student makes
required progress to be counted in full attendance to
8.33 days of attendance in the existing system).
STRONG POLICY
Arizona: 15-901.06
E. Because dropout recovery pupils are not
expected to regularly attend classes at the district
facilities, standard procedures for recording pupil
attendance cannot be effectively applied to those
students. For pupils participating in a dropout
recovery program, an eligible pupil shall be counted
as being in attendance in the school’s average daily
attendance calculations … if the pupil meets one of
the following conditions:
1. I s in the first month of enrollment in the program
and completes the program orientation during
that month.
2. I s enrolled in teacher-facilitated courses
and meets the expectations for satisfactory
monthly progress for the current or previous
month. A pupil who does not meet expectations
for monthly progress for two or more
consecutive months shall not be reported as
being in attendance until the pupil meets the
expectations for program reentry.

Creating a separate count system for
dropout recovery programs
Michigan, which has two periods, one in October worth
90% of the per pupil funding and one in February worth
10% of the annual per pupil funding. Legislators in that
state understood the financial disincentive to re-engage
dropouts after October each year, so they mandated a
separate count system for dropout recovery programs.
The new system created twelve monthly reporting
periods, each of which was worth 8.3% of the total
funding. This is the system we recommend in the

MODEL
POLICY
ELIGIBLE PUPIL FUNDING
Eligible pupils enrolled in programs operated by
eligible service providers as defined in subsection
(d) shall be counted as 1/12 of a full-time equated
membership for each month that the district
operating the program reports that the pupil was
enrolled in the program and was in full attendance.
i) A
 school board operating the program shall
report the number of pupils who were enrolled
in the program and were in full attendance for a
month not later than the tenth day of the
next month.
ii) A
 school board shall not report a pupil as being
in full attendance for a month unless —
(1) A
 personalized learning plan is in place on or
before the first school day of the month for
the first month the pupil participates in
the program;
(2) T
 he pupil meets the definition of satisfactory
monthly progress for the month as defined in
subsection (a)(vi); or
(3) if the pupil does not meet that definition of
satisfactory monthly progress for that month,
the pupil did meet that definition in the one
of the two months immediately preceding
the month being reported and the education
service provide is implementing appropriate
interventions within 10 schools days after
determining that the pupil does not meet the
definition of satisfactory monthly progress.
iii) A
 school board shall receive funding for eligible
pupils in the same fiscal year in which the
student is reported.

district-operated Model Policy.

GRADUATION ALLIANCE
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Exempting dropout recovery students
from funding caps
Several states have capped funding for districts so that
no additional funding will be provided for students
who return to their education after dropping out. We
understand that there are many factors that go into
the decision to cap district funding; however, should
legislators in states with such funding constraints wish
to incentivize districts to serve dropouts, one method
to do so would be to create an objective definition of
dropout that can be proven through audit and provide
an exemption to the cap for such students.

MODEL
POLICY
Sample language might include the following:
Eligible pupils participating in a dropout recovery
program operated by a city, local, or exempted village
school district shall be exempt from the cap for the
purposes of state funding.

Year-round programming
Returning dropouts have the disadvantage of losing
time and credit-earning opportunities while they were
disengaged from their education. Additionally, due
to the significant social disruptions and high mobility
of high poverty populations (which correlate to high
percentages of dropouts), it is a risky proposition to
farewell students in June and expect to see them again
in September.
Strong Dropout Recovery policy allows for (and funds)
12 month programming to ensure students have
extra time to make up credits and graduate as soon as
possible and to increase the likelihood that students
will stay engaged in their education.
The cleanest way to do this is to allow for 12 monthly
counts, with funding equally divided into twelve
tranches, as described above.
Other strategies for year-round school include allowing
districts to report hours from July 1 – June 30, for
example, as long as the student doesn’t exceed the
maximum number of reportable hours for the year.

MODERATE POLICY
Texas Student Attendance Handbook 11.6.2
For funding purposes, … attendance for a student
for a 12-consecutive-month school year cannot
exceed the equivalent of one student in ADA with
perfect attendance.

GRADUATION ALLIANCE
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Principle 2:

Funding Success
In the era of ever-tightening budgets and ever-increasing needs, it is reasonable
and prudent to focus on funding programs and students that are performing.

In addition to wise fiscal management, this approach also
creates a self-selection process for high quality programs
and providers.
There are two policy approaches that meet this principle.
The first is to fund consistent progress toward graduation,
the other is to fund only objective milestones.

Funding based on satisfactory progress
The benefit of funding satisfactory progress is that it
creates both accountability for success and a safety net
for students who are at-risk. This is a more inclusive
policy, but also requires more agency oversight as it has
less transparency unless specific guidelines for what
constitutes satisfactory progress are provided in statute.
The Satisfactory Progress approach to policy creates a
framework for satisfactory progress, allows each district
to create their own definition, and then defines how long a
student can miss the definition and still be counted as “in
attendance” for funding purposes.

GRADUATION ALLIANCE

MODEL
POLICY
“Satisfactory monthly progress” means either:
(1) An amount of progress that is measurable on
a monthly basis and that, if continued for a full
12 months, would result in the same amount of
academic credit being awarded to the pupil as would
be awarded to a general education pupil completing
a full school year. Satisfactory monthly progress may
include a lesser required amount of progress for the
first two months a pupil participates in the
program; or
(2) Completion of one of the following milestones:
(a) completion of .5 credit of work readiness
course work
continued on next page
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Hybrid satisfactory progress and milestones
One other approach states can take is an “either or” approach.
Washington state has adopted this approach in its dropout
recovery program, where students must meet a defined
milestone but allows district to count a student for the month in
which the milestone is achieved and two additional months. The
student then becomes unfunded until another milestone is met.
The benefit to this approach is that milestones are objective and
can be reported on. The downside is that because each milestone
is essentially worth .25 FTE, there is a financial disincentive to
districts to move the student along at a faster pace to graduation.

MODERATE-WEAK POLICY
Washington: WAC 392-700
2(a) S
 atisfactory progress is defined as the documented
attainment of at least one indicator of academic progress
identified in WAC 392-700-015(15).
(b) C
 ontinuing students and returning students who, after
being claimed for state funding for three count days
excluding the September count day, have not earned an
indicator of academic progress cannot be claimed for
state funding until an indicator of academic progress
is earned.
(i) During this reporting funding exclusion period, the
program may permit the student to continue to attend;
(ii) When the student achieves an indicator of academic
progress, the student may be claimed for state
funding on the following count day; and
(iii) R
 ules governing the calculation of the three count day
period are:
(A) T
 he September count day is excluded from
the three count day period for the indicator of
academic attainment. Students whose enrollment
spans over the September count day have an
additional month to earn an indicator of
academic progress.
(B) T
 he three count days may occur in two different
school years, if the student is enrolled in
consecutive school years; and

MODEL
POLICY
continued from previous page
(b) completion of .5 credit of college
readiness course work
(c) attainment of an industrybased certification
(d) attainment of a high school
equivalency credential
(e) gain of at least 1 month in a
grade level for reading or math as
demonstrated by pre- and posttests using a criterion-referenced
basic academic skills
assessment tool
A school board shall not report a pupil as
being in full attendance for a
month unless —
(1) A
 personalized learning plan is in
place on or before the first school day
of the month for the first month the
pupil participates in the program;
(2) h
 e pupil meets the definition of
satisfactory monthly progress for the
month as defined in subsection (a)
(vi); or
(3) if the pupil does not meet that
definition of satisfactory monthly
progress for that month, the pupil
did meet that definition in the one
of the two months immediately
preceding the month being reported
and the education service provide
is implementing appropriate
interventions within 10 schools days
after determining that the pupil does
not meet the definition of satisfactory
monthly progress.

(C) T
 he three count days are not limited to
consecutive months, if there is a break in the
student being claimed for state funding.

GRADUATION ALLIANCE
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Funding based on milestones
Payment based on milestones has the advantage of
being objective and reportable and therefore much more
straightforward for an agency to administer and audit. This
policy approach sets a higher standard for districts and providers
and it transfers the financial risk for students who return but
do not progress away from the state to the district or provider;
it also creates a financial incentive to districts and providers to
encourage students to move as quickly as they are able to the
ultimate goal: graduation.
This is the approach that was taken by both Ohio and Michigan in
their adult dropout recovery programs and has yielded significant
outcomes in terms of graduates for both states with average
costs per graduate (all dollars spent on the program, including
on non-graduates, divided by graduates) in the range of $4000 $6000 for someone lacking up to two years of high school credit,
making it a very cost-efficient approach.
For states that are considering a state-managed dropout recovery
program or a pilot program with finite funding allocations, this is
an ideal approach.

MODEL
POLICY
The [agency] shall reimburse qualified
providers for the completion of the
following milestones for each pupil:
• $XXX for the completion of each [half
credit]*
• $250 for the completion of an
employability skills certification
program equal to at least [1 credit]
• $250 for the attainment of an industryrecognized credential requiring up to 50
hours of training
• $500 for the attainment of an industryrecognized credential requiring
between 51-100 hours of training
• $750 for the attainment of an industryrecognized credential requiring more
than 100 hours of training
• $1000 for the attainment of an
accredited high school diploma
*We recommend dividing the average state per
pupil funding by the # of credits needed each
year to meet state graduation requirements to
determine the reimbursement rate per credit.

GRADUATION ALLIANCE
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Principle 3:

Student Eligibility Requirements
As thoughtful legislators craft dropout recovery policies designed to incentive
program development and participation, we recognize that there are potentially
opportunities to take advantage of those incentives.

Student eligibility requirements provide an opportunity to
ensure from a policy perspective that these programs are
used appropriately.
One issue that often arises is minimum age requirements,
an issue that is entangled with compulsory education age
statute as well as the statutory maximum age for funding
high school education. A second issue is around the
definition of “dropout.”

Minimum age requirements
While most state statute is clear about the maximum age
for funding secondary education students, the minimum
age of participation in dropout recovery programs can be a
bit murky.
The resulting questions are two-fold:

2. Is it appropriate to combine adults and minors in the
same setting?
As of last review, twenty-states had legislated a legal
dropout recovery age of 18 in an attempt to curb the
dropout epidemic. While this change certainly sends a
message to educators and families about the importance
of education and the district’s responsibility to enforce
compulsory education laws, it creates some challenges for
dropout recovery policy.
In our experience, legislating a legal dropout age does
not prevent students from dropping out – it just creates
new labels for students who left school without earning
a diploma before reaching legal dropout age such as
“habitually truant” or “chronically absent.” These students
need options as much as legal dropouts do.

1. Can a student participate in a dropout recovery program
before they reach the legal age for dropping out?
GRADUATION ALLIANCE
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Recommendation 1:
High school age vs legal dropout age
We strongly recommend making dropout recovery
programs available to all high school-age students for
whom traditional programs are not working rather
than limiting participation to students who are no
longer fall under compulsory education requirements.
Providing dropout recovery options not only allows
programs to reach students sooner after the dropout
event (a best practice), but also has the potential of
relieving some of the administrative and financial burdens
assumed by districts and juvenile courts related to the
enforcement of truancy policies.

Recommendation 2:
Issues related to comingling adult students with minors
can be managed by requiring that programs not serve
adults (defined as individuals whose 5th year cohort has
graduated) in the same location at the same time
as minors.

Definitions of dropout
Strong dropout recovery policy includes accountability
incentives to provide dropout recovery programs for
students (see Principle 4, page 17).
States have taken a variety of approaches to defining
eligible students to ensure that the accountability
incentives are being used to incent the intended behavior
and that there are no unintended consequences.
There are three primary approaches used in defining
eligible students:

1. Require students to meet mandatory
withdrawal requirements for non-attendance
While attendance patterns can be used to determine a
student’s level of engagement, and most states require
that a school withdraw a student after approximately 20
consecutive days of non-attendance, the longer a student
goes between dropping out (or “fading out” as the case
may be) and the opportunity to re-engage in a program
designed to accommodate their life challenges, the harder
it is to find them and re-engage them. We therefore rate
policy that requires a specific amount of time of nonattendance as “weak” dropout recovery policy because it
contradicts best practices and is not in the best interest
of students. While the state may see this as fiscally
responsible policy, that is only true for the short term.
In the long-term, the average cost of a single dropout to
GRADUATION ALLIANCE

the state $258,000 – that does not include the social and
financial opportunity cost to the student and their family
for generations to come.
WEAK POLICY
Arizona: AZ 1-901.06
L. 1. “Eligible pupil” means a pupil who, if enrolled,
would be eligible for placement in an alternative school
but who is not currently enrolled in a school district
or charter school and who has been withdrawn from
a school district or charter school for at least thirty
days, unless the district determines that the student is
unable to participate in other district programs.

2. Establish a clear definition of eligible student
An objective definition of eligible student works for
both district-operated and state-managed programs.
Washington state has established a definition of “dropout”
that is based on a ratio of credits earned to expected
credits for the student’s cohort.

MODERATE POLICY
Washington: WAC 302-700-035
(1) A student is eligible to enroll in a program when
they meet the following criteria:
(a) U
 nder twenty-one years of age at the beginning
of the school year but whose sixteenth birthday
occurs on or before September 1st;
(b) H
 as not yet met the high school graduation
requirements of either the district, tribal compact
school, charter school, or the college under RCW
28B.50.535; and
(c) At the time the student enrolls, is significantly
behind in credits based on the student’s cohort
graduation date. The cohort graduation date is
established as the end of the fourth school year
after a student first enrolls in the ninth grade.
(i) A student who is more than twenty-four
months from their cohort graduation date and
has earned less than sixty-five percent of the
high school credits expected to be earned by
their cohort or has a ratio of earned credits to
attempted credits that is less than sixty-five
15

percent. A cohort is the group of students that
enter the ninth grade in the same school year;
(ii) A student who is between twelve and twentyfour months from their cohort graduation date
and has earned less than seventy percent of the
high school credits expected to be earned by
their cohort or has a ratio of earned credits to
attempted credits that is less than
seventy percent;
(iii) A
 student who is less than twelve months from
their cohort graduation date or who has passed
their cohort graduation date by less than twelve
months and has earned less than seventy-five
percent of the high school credits expected to be
earned by their cohort or has a ratio of earned
credits to attempted credits that is less than
seventy-five percent;
(iv) A
 student who is passed their cohort
graduation date by twelve months or
more and has not met their district, tribal
compact school, or charter school graduation
requirements; or
(v) A
 student who has never attended the ninth
grade and has earned zero high school credits.
(d) If determined not to be credit deficient as
outlined in (c) of this subsection, has been
recommended for enrollment by case managers
from the department of social and health
services, the juvenile justice system, a district,
tribal compact school, or charter school
designated school personnel, or staff from
community agencies which provide educational
advocacy services;
(e) A
 re not currently enrolled in any high school
classes that receive state basic education funding,
excluding an approved skill center program, a Jobs
for Washington’s Graduates program, or running
start program;
(f) S
 tudents who are claimed for state funding
by a district, tribal compact school, or charter
school outside the district they live in, must be
released by either a choice transfer or interdistrict
agreement. When a choice transfer is in place, the
student’s resident district as defined in WAC 392700-015(23) becomes the district operating
the program.

GRADUATION ALLIANCE

While this definition is certainly objective, it is quite
complicated. Ohio’s definition of dropout was expanded
to include “life issues” which allow programs to catch
students *before* a serious credit deficiency occurs.
MODERATE-STRONG POLICY
Ohio: ORC 3313.603 (F)(2)
Students who, at the time of enrollment either, or
both, are at least one grade level behind their cohort
age groups or experience crises that interfere with
their academic progress such that they are prevented
from continuing their traditional programs.

3. Establish guidelines and allow administrators
to determine the best placement for
the student
This approach only works for policies that enable local
districts to operate or oversee dropout recovery programs
as they require administrators to have knowledge of
the circumstances for each student in the program. A
shortcoming of this policy approach is that it creates
administrative burden for district administrators and has
the potential to limit the program reach to students who
are “known” by the administration.

MODEL
POLICY
“Eligible pupil” means a pupil who is not
currently participating in any other district
program and who has not yet earned a high
school diploma or a pupil who, at the judgment
of the district, is at risk of not successfully
completing their current education program
as determined by their attendance patterns,
credit deficiency, or identified life barriers.
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Principle 4:

Using Accountability Systems To
Incentivize Dropout Recovery Programs
Strong dropout recovery policy acknowledges that accountability adjustments
are needed to incentivize program development and student placement.

One of the challenges inherent in serving dropouts is
that they:
1. usually come from traditionally lower performing
subgroups, including economically disadvantaged,
special education, and minorities.
2. o
 ften have years of disrupted attendance patterns
before they dropout.
3. a
 re often seen as more expensive to serve because they
often require wraparound services.
4. r equire individualized learning programs, schedules,
and support.
The following practices are examples of ways states have
tried to overcome these barriers.

GRADUATION ALLIANCE

STRONG POLICY

Attach dropout recovery programs
to a traditional high school
While in practice there may be no difference between a
dropout recovery school and a dropout recovery program,
from a reporting perspective, a school made up entirely of
former dropouts is going to have lower graduation rates
and other measures of academic performance than a
traditional population which includes a broad spectrum of
students. One way to mitigate this challenge for districtoperated program policy is to characterize dropout
recovery programs as “programs,” not stand-alone schools.
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Create performance standards for
dropout recovery programs
While some might argue that changing program
or school performance standards for dropouts
encourages us to lower our expectations, the real
issue is about how to hold a program appropriately
accountable for graduating a student with their
original four-year cohort after they have been out
of school for one, two, or even three of those years.
Redefining cohort graduation rate and setting
thresholds that reflect high performing dropout
recovery programs allows states to acknowledge and
reward what is working rather than perpetuating the
unintended consequence of discouraging schools
from serving these vulnerable students because
traditional accountability systems penalize their efforts.
Ohio has taken the approach of applying a separate
set of performance standards for dropout recovery
schools (defined as schools serving 51% or more
of students who meet the eligibility requirements
for dropout recovery programs). These standards
include separate benchmarks for graduation rate,
test scores, test preparation, attendance, etc. A
simpler approach, however, is the one they took for
their adult programs which was to set a minimum
graduation rate requirement of 40% for each 2-year
cohort. This approach works for state-managed
policy frameworks, but could create barriers in
smaller district-operated programs where the
performance of each student has an outsized effect
on overall program performance rates.

Alternative accountability systems
Some states have taken the approach of requiring
dropout recovery programs to be evaluated using
the state’s alternative accountability framework.
This is one of the simplest approaches to resolving
unintended consequences of accountability systems,
but is highly dependent on the details of the
alternative accountability framework.

MODEL
POLICY
The [agency] shall review data from each provider
to ensure the programs offered by each selected
provider are achieving minimum program
performance standards, including:
1. minimum of 50% graduation rate.
A. Graduation rate shall be defined as total
graduates for the cohort year divided by all
students for the cohort year for whom the
provider has received funding.
B. Graduation rate shall be calculated one cohort
year in arrears.
2. Cost per graduate of $7,000 or less
A. Cost per graduate shall be defined as total
program funding reimbursed to provider divided
by total graduates for a cohort year.
The [agency] shall place a program provider that does
not meet the program performance indicators in part
(a) of this subsection on probationary status for the
remainder of the fiscal year.
A provider that does not meet the minimum
performance standards for two consecutive years
shall be removed from the approved provider list.

MODEL
POLICY
The State Board of Education shall make
recommendations to the Legislature regarding
performance and accountability standards for dropout
recovery programs operated school boards.

MODERATE POLICY
Arizona - ARS 15-901.06 (J)
Dropout recovery programs shall be classified as
alternative schools and shall be subject to the
accountability provisions of section 15-241.

GRADUATION ALLIANCE
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State-level accountability systems
While this is a reasonable approach (depending on the
details of the alternative accountability framework), one
of the strongest approaches we found was in Washington
state where the state received a federal waiver to report
test scores and recidivism for dropouts for all participants
in dropout recovery programs on the state report card
and exclude that data from local district accountability
data. The one exception was that the local district received
credit for the graduates. This is strong policy and could be
applied for both district-operated and
state-managed programs.

Removing penalties related
to annual dropout reports
Another common unintended consequence of
many accountability systems that discourages the
implementation of dropout recovery programs is the
states’ use of annual dropout reports. While this report
certainly helps agency heads and legislators understand
patterns, it is certainly true that a student who has
dropped out once before is at greater risk for a second
dropout event. If a district is penalized each time a student
drops out, there is little incentive to re-engaged dropouts.
Strong policy clarifies that annual dropout reports are
used for data purposes only and removes penalties for
subsequent dropout events. This approach, however,
typically requires negotiation with the federal department
of education.

GRADUATION ALLIANCE
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Principle 5:

Incorporating Best Practices For
Dropout Recovery
The final principle for strong dropout recovery policy is about legislating that
dropout recovery programs follow best practice for serving students.

These policies differentiate dropout recovery programs from credit recovery programs and provide an important
counterbalance to policies that are intended to provide operational flexibility to reach students where they are
(Principle 1). These policies include requirements for coaching and mentoring, providing for individualized learning plan
development, and ensuring that programs facilitate student transitions from high school completion to employment or
post-secondary education or training.

GRADUATION ALLIANCE
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Coaching and mentoring
Best practice indicates that caring adults can make
a significant difference in program outcomes. These
adults may be located in the community in which
students live, or work with students at a distance as
they proactively monitor pace and progress and plan
appropriate interventions, or something in between.
The key to this policy is that coaches and mentors
are not the same people who evaluate the
student’s work.

MODERATE POLICY
Washington: WAC 392-700-085 (1) and (7)
(1) Case management staff will be employed
or assigned to the program to provide
accessible, consistent support to students, as
well as, academic advising, career guidance
information, employment assistance or
referrals, and referrals to social and health
services.
(7) A
 ll case management staff will have at
least a bachelor’s degree in social work,
counseling, education, or a related field or
at least two years’ experience providing case
management, counseling, or related direct
services to at-risk individuals or sixteen to
twenty-one year old youth.

MODEL
POLICY
For the purposes of this section, an eligible program
provider can be a public, non-profit, or private
accredited, diploma-granting entity with at least
two years of experience providing dropout recovery
services, including recruitment, learning plan
development, and proactive coaching and mentoring
culminating in an accredited high school diploma.
Standards for Educational Service Providers.
Every school board that contracts with educational
service providers identified in subsection (c) shall
ensure that the provider is meeting minimum services
standards that include—
i) P
 roviding an academic coach and local advocate for
each pupil;
“Academic coach” means an adult who assists students
in selecting courses needed to meet graduation
requirements, monitors student pace and progress
through the program, and conducts regular pace and
progress interventions.
“Local advocate” means an adult with at least one
year of experience in youth advocacy, social work,
counseling, juvenile justice, or teaching who meets
regularly with students to identify and mitigate social
barriers to a pupil’s education.

WEAK POLICY
It should be noted that given how common it is
for dropouts to need for flexibility of time and
place, requiring face-to-face time with a coach/
mentor is weak policy.

Individualized learning plans
One of the challenges of educating students who
have a disrupted academic history is that labels
like “junior” or “11th grade” often do not reflect the
reality of a returning dropout’s path to graduation.
Each student needs their own plan that shows them
how to get from where they are today to graduation.
Strong policy requires that plan to reflect not only
courses and tests that must be completed, but also
incorporates student’s post-secondary goals for
employment or additional education or training.
GRADUATION ALLIANCE

MODEL
POLICY
The criteria for qualified providers must include
the following: ...
a. Ability to develop a learning plan that integrates
academic requirements and career goals.
“Written student learning plan” means a written plan
for the academic year that is developed in conjunction
with the academic coach that includes the plan start
and end dates, courses to be taken, and amount of
credit to be earned for each course.
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College and career focus
A high school diploma is a milestone, not a
destination. It is a very important milestone, but
a milestone nonetheless. Research shows that
at-risk students are more engaged when they are
completing courses that are relevant to their futures,
including career pathways and career technical
programs. Additionally, counseling programs for
post-secondary exploration and planning help bridge
the gap between high school and college, enabling
first generation high school graduates to become
first generation college-goers.
Strong policy rewards programs that provide
opportunities for students to focus on college and
career preparation.

MODEL
POLICY
“Satisfactory monthly progress” means either:
(1) An amount of progress that is measurable on
a monthly basis and that, if continued for a full
12 months, would result in the same amount of
academic credit being awarded to the pupil as would
be awarded to a general education pupil completing
a full school year. Satisfactory monthly progress may
include a lesser required amount of progress for the
first two months a pupil participates in the
program; or
(2) Completion of one of the following milestones:
(a) completion of .5 credit of work readiness
course work
(b) completion of .5 credit of college readiness
course work
(c) attainment of an industry-based certification
(d) attainment of a high school
equivalency credential
(e) gain of at least 1 month in a grade level for
reading or math as demonstrated by pre- and posttests using a criterion-referenced basic academic
skills assessment tool
The [agency] shall reimburse qualified providers for
the completion of the following milestones for
each pupil:
• $XXX for the completion of each [half credit]*
• $250 for the completion of an employability skills
certification program equal to at least [1 credit]
• $250 for the attainment of an industry-recognized
credential requiring up to 50 hours of training
• $500 for the attainment of an industry-recognized
credential requiring between 51-100 hours
of training
• $750 for the attainment of an industry-recognized
credential requiring more than 100 hours of training
• $1000 for the attainment of an accredited high
school diploma
*We recommend dividing the average state per pupil funding
by the # of credits needed each year to meet state graduation
requirements to determine the reimbursement rate per credit.

GRADUATION ALLIANCE
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Toolkit Resources

GRADUATION ALLIANCE

23

Model Legislation Package #1
Bill Summary and Model Legislation Enabling Locally-Operated
Pay-for-Success Dropout Recovery Programs
Bill summary
The purpose of this model legislation is to create a framework for dropout recovery programs that provides school
districts with the flexibility required to effectively serve students who, for a variety of reasons, have already dropped out
or who are at-risk of dropping out of school. The model legislation is based on enacted statutory language providing for
dropout recovery programs in Arizona, Arkansas, Iowa, Michigan, and Washington. It also references enabling policies
as articulated in this document, the Dropout Prevention and Recovery NCSL task force recommendations, and researchbased best practice in dropout recovery.
Every 26 seconds another teen leaves school without earning a diploma. Research shows that as many as 80% of
the kids who leave school do so for non-academic reasons: they leave because they must work to support themselves
or their families, they have become parents and don’t have child care options, they have been bullied, they are “too far
behind” to graduate on time and have been counseled out of school, they have been asked to leave because of gang
involvement or other disruptive behavior. They simply cannot or will not attend traditional facility-based programs.
Dropouts understand the importance of a high school diploma. In our experience, as much as 74% of the students
expert dropout recovery providers are able to find on behalf of partner districts re-enroll in their home district and
restart their education when they are offered a program that gives them the flexibility to balance the demands of their
lives with the demands of their education. This model legislation establishes a seat-time waiver for returning dropouts
and creates monthly entry points that allow students to come back to school when they are ready.
Simply giving students a username and password is not an effective dropout recovery practice. In a 2009 report
commissioned by the Texas Education Agency on effective dropout recovery practices, 22 categories of effective practice
were identified. These practices focus on program administration, student recruiting, academic strategies, college/career
strategies, and mentoring and coaching. Online learning can be an effective academic strategy for dropout recovery,
but *only* when it is offered in a context of the other practices, including robust accountability and support. This model
legislation enables districts to offer flexible dropout recovery programs - alone or in partnership with expert dropout
recovery program providers – and requires dropout recovery programs to align with research-based best practices that
are critical for student success.
Education is a significant economic driver. According to Columbia economist Henry Levin, the average dropout costs
the state $258,240 in social services, incarceration, and lost income from taxes over his or her lifetime. Combined with
lost wages, the total opportunity cost per dropout is $755,900.
Funding success. Allocating funding to new programs with increased accountability and pay-for-performance
requirements is wise financial management. This language divides public education funding into twelve equal tranches.
In this model, districts receive payment only for the months in which students are active in the program and meet the
requirements for funding. It also solves the “funding gap” in making sure funds follow students in the same year they
return to school given that funding in arrears creates unintended financial barriers for districts to provide essential
dropout recovery programs and services.
This legislation:
• Allows school districts to directly work with established dropout recovery providers.
• Defines “dropout recovery program” to include all effective formats- including online, brick-and-mortar,
and hybrid programs in the definition.
• Ties funding of dropout recovery programs to monthly performance rather than October and February count periods.
• Creates 12 monthly enrollment periods to allow students to resume their education when they are ready.
• Requires dropout recovery programs to follow nationally-accepted, research-based best practices rather than focusing
exclusively on best practices in pure distance learning, including requiring annual learning plans, provision of a local
mentor who provides social advocacy, and monthly evaluations of student progress.

MODEL LEGISLATION #1
1) Section 1. — Dropout Recovery Programming
a) Definitions
i) “ Eligible pupils” means a pupil who is not currently participating in any other district program and who has not yet
earned a high school diploma or a pupil who, at the judgment of the district, is at risk of not successfully completing
their current education program as determined by their attendance patterns, credit deficiency, or identified
life barriers.
ii) “Academic coach” means an adult who assists students in selecting courses needed to meet graduation
requirements, monitors student pace and progress through the program, and conducts regular pace and
progress interventions.
iii) “ Local advocate” means an adult with at least one year of experience in youth advocacy, social work, counseling,
juvenile justice, or teaching who meets regularly with students to identify and mitigate social barriers to a
pupil’s education.
iv) “ Written student learning plan” means a written plan for the academic year that is developed in conjunction with
the academic coach that includes the plan start and end dates, courses to be taken, and amount of credit to be
earned for each course.
v) “ Dropout recovery school year” means a school year that runs from July 1 to June 30 of the subsequent year.
vi) “ Satisfactory monthly progress” means either:
(1) A
 n amount of progress that is measurable on a monthly basis and that, if continued for a full 12 months, would
result in the same amount of academic credit being awarded to the pupil as would be awarded to a general
education pupil completing a full school year. Satisfactory monthly progress may include a lesser required
amount of progress for the first two months a pupil participates in the program; or
(2) Completion of one of the following milestones:
(a) c ompletion of .5 credit of work readiness course work
(b) c ompletion of .5 credit of college readiness course work
(c) attainment of an industry-based certification
(d) g
 ain of at least 1 month in a grade level for reading or math as demonstrated by pre- and post-tests using a
criterion-referenced basic academic skills assessment tool
b) I dentification of Eligible Pupils. Every school board shall identify eligible pupils, as defined in this section, by August
15. Every school board with 30 or more dropouts or a dropout rate exceeding 5% of its total high school enrollment
shall develop a dropout recovery plan describing how the school board will meet the needs of the eligible students.
c) I dentification of Educational Service Providers. Every school board that must develop a dropout recovery plan
shall identify at least two dropout recovery program providers that are appropriate and capable of meeting the needs
of the eligible pupils. The providers may include non-profit, for profit and public providers.
d) S
 tandards for Educational Service Providers. Every school board that contracts with educational service providers
identified in subsection (c) shall ensure that the provider is meeting minimum services standards that include—
i) P
 roviding an academic coach and local advocate for each pupil;
ii) Monitoring of the pupil’s progress against a written student learning plan;
iii) Establishing satisfactory monthly progress as defined in this section;
iv) P
 roviding tiered interventions for students who are not making satisfactory progress;
v) A ssessment of an eligible pupil’s resilience and the application of appropriate research-based interventions
as needed;
vi) A
 t least monthly reporting of the eligible pupils’ progress results to district;

vii) D
 elivery of dropout recovery services program throughout the dropout recovery school year, the entire calendar
year; and
viii) A
 record of experience in providing dropout recovery academic services that are aligned with a state’s academic
content standards and an existing contract with at least one local educational agency in a state.
e) D
 istance Learning Services by Educational Service Providers. Every school board that contracts with an
educational service provider must provide eligible pupils enrolled in that program with a computer device and
internet access when—
i) T
 he eligible pupil lacks reliable access to technology, as defined by the school board; and
ii) The educational service provider’s program utilizes distance learning technologies to deliver a significant part of
the program, as defined by the school board.
f) E
 ligible Pupil Funding. Eligible pupils enrolled in programs operated by eligible service providers as defined in
subsection (d) shall be counted as 1/12 of a full-time equated membership for each month that the district operating
the program reports that the pupil was enrolled in the program and was in full attendance.
i) A
 school board operating the program shall report the number of pupils who were enrolled in the program and
were in full attendance for a month not later than the tenth day of the next month.
ii) A school board shall not report a pupil as being in full attendance for a month unless —
(1) A
 personalized learning plan is in place on or before the first school day of the month for the first month the
pupil participates in the program;
(2) T
 he pupil meets the definition of satisfactory monthly progress for the month as defined in subsection (a)(vi); or
(3) if the pupil does not meet that definition of satisfactory monthly progress for that month, the pupil did meet
that definition in the one of the two months immediately preceding the month being reported and the education
service provide is implementing appropriate interventions within 10 school days after determining that the pupil
does not meet the definition of satisfactory monthly progress.
iii) A school board shall receive funding for eligible pupils in the same fiscal year in which the student is reported.
g) D
 ropout Recovery Competency-Based Programming. School boards that contract with educational service
providers meeting the standards in subsection (d) may establish measures of competency-based learning through
which students earn graduation credit. School boards which establish such measures are exempt from existing
hours and time-based credit requirements upon the submission their dropout recovery competency-based
programming policy and evidence of compliance with this section to the State Department of Education.
h) R
 eporting. The State Board of Education shall make recommendations to the Legislature regarding performance and
accountability standards for dropout recovery programs operated school boards.

Model Legislation Package #2
Bill Summary and Model Legislation Enabling State-Managed
Pay-for-Outcomes Dropout Recovery Programs

Bill summary
The purpose of this legislation is to create a framework for a state-managed dropout recovery program that provides
high school age and opportunity youth who left school without a diploma to complete their high school diploma and
develop critical employability and career and technical skills to prepare for employment.
In <<state>>, more than <<xxx,xxx youth>> do not have a high school credential. Research shows that as many as
80% of the individuals who left school without a diploma did so for non-academic reasons: they left because they had to
work to support themselves or their families, they became parents, they were bullied or experienced social anxiety, they
fell “too far behind” to graduate on time.
Education is a significant economic driver. According to Columbia University economist Henry Levin, the average
dropout costs the state $258,240 in social services, incarceration, and lost income from taxes over his or her lifetime.
Combined with lost wages, the total opportunity cost per dropout is $755,900.
Funding success. Allocating funding to new programs with increased accountability and pay-for-performance
requirements is wise financial management. This bill transfers the risk from the state to providers who receive
payments only when students meet performance milestones that matter to individuals, the community, employers, and
the state.
This legislation:
• Defines and provides funding for a state-managed dropout recovery program.
• Provides eligibility criteria for qualified program providers.
• Establishes an open approval process for qualified program providers.
• Establishes performance milestones and compensation amounts, including completion of credits, employability skills
programming, industry credential preparation training, and attainment of an accredited high school diploma.
• Requires approved providers to report annually on numbers of participating students and milestones attained.
• Establishes minimum program performance standards for providers.
• Requires the administering agency to review program-level performance data for each provider against minimum
performance standards and to take prescribed action against low-performing programs.

MODEL LEGISLATION #2
For the development of a dropout recovery program, [$x,xxx,xxx] shall be allocated for a [pilot] program to assist adults
over the age of [high school age out for the state funding] to obtain a high school diploma and develop employability
and career technical skills. The dropout recovery program may be delivered in campus-based, blended, or
online modalities.
Section XXXX
1. For the purposes of this section, an eligible program provider can be a public, non-profit, or private accredited,
diploma-granting entity with at least two years of experience providing dropout recovery services, including
recruitment, learning plan development, and proactive coaching and mentoring culminating in an accredited high
school diploma.
2. B
 y [45 days after beginning of fiscal year], and annually thereafter, the [agency reference] shall issue a Request for
Qualifications for eligible program providers to participate in the dropout recovery program. The criteria for qualified
providers must include the following:
b. E xperience providing dropout recovery services described in (1) above.
c. A
 bility to provide academic skill intake assessment and transcript evaluations.
d. A
 bility to develop a learning plan that integrates academic requirements and career goals.
e. Course catalog that includes all courses necessary to meet [State name] [diploma name] graduation requirements.
f. Ability to provide remediation coursework in literacy and numeracy.
g. A
 bility to provide social emotional learning skill development.
h. A
 bility to provide employability skills development aligned to employer needs.
i. Ability to provide career pathways coursework.
j. A
 bility to provide preparation for industry-recognized credentials.
k. Ability to provide career placement services.
l. Accredited by a recognized regional accrediting body.
3. T
 he [agency] shall announce qualified providers no later than [date – 30 days after RFQ], with programs starting
no later than [date – 30 days after announcement]. An approved provider shall maintain their approval without
reapplying annually provided that the provider has not been removed from the approved provider list in accordance
with subsection (6)(b).
4. (a) The [agency] shall reimburse qualified providers for the completion of the following milestones for each pupil:
• $XXX for the completion of each [half credit]*
• $250 for the completion of an employability skills certification program equal to at least [1 Carnegie unit]
• $250 for the attainment of an industry-recognized credential requiring up to 50 hours of training
• $500 for the attainment of an industry-recognized credential requiring between 51-100 hours of training
• $750 for the attainment of an industry-recognized credential requiring more than 100 hours of training
• $1000 for the attainment of an accredited high school diploma
• Providers shall submit monthly invoices to the [agency] no later than the 10th calendar day of each month for
milestones met in the previous calendar month.
• The [agency] shall reimburse qualified providers in the order in which invoices are submitted.
*We recommend dividing the average state per pupil funding by the # of credits needed each year to meet state graduation requirements
to determine the reimbursement rate per credit.

5. Each year, by [15 days after the last day of the fiscal year], each provider will report the following metrics to the
[agency]:
1. Total number of students who have been funded through the program
2. Total number of [credits] earned
3. T
 otal number of employability skills certifications issued
4. Total number of industry-recognized credentials earned for each tier of funding
5. Total number of graduates
6. (a) The [agency] shall review data from each provider to ensure the programs offered by each selected provider are
achieving minimum program performance standards, including:
1. minimum of 50% graduation rate.
1. Graduation rate shall be defined as total graduates for the cohort year divided by all students for the cohort
year for whom the provider has received funding.
2. Graduation rate shall be calculated one cohort year in arrears.
2. Cost per graduate of $7,000 or less
1. Cost per graduate shall be defined as total program funding reimbursed to provider divided by total graduates
for a cohort year.
(b) T
 he [agency] shall place a program provider that does not meet the program performance indicators in part (a) of
this subsection on probationary status for the remainder of the fiscal year.
(c) A
 provider that does not meet the minimum performance standards for two consecutive years shall be removed
from the approved provider list.
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Appendix 1:

Case Studies Of Ohio And Michigan
State-Managed Pay-For-Performance
Adult Dropout Recovery Programs

Ohio case study
Ohio’s state-managed adult high school dropout recovery
program has been in operation since late 2015. They
initially authorized $2.5 million/year. Today, there are 28
approved providers in the state, the program is funded at
$5.9 million/year, and the demand for the program is so
overwhelming that providers had to suspend enrollment
just three months into the current fiscal year.
The median age of students participating in the program
is 29, 73% of individuals on intake were earning less than
minimum wage, 40% had experienced homelessness in
their lifetime (most as adults).
In the Ohio program, students complete the state
graduation requirements in effect for their original
cohort year. Their local district of residence must grant
the diploma based on receipt of a final transcript from
the provider and a notice of program completion from
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the state. Districts have 60 days to issue the diploma;
however, in practice this has proven to be much more
challenging to enforce with students often waiting months
or even years to receive their diploma.
Ohio has set the following parameters for
payment milestones:
Milestones

$ for students
with 7 credits or
less to complete

$ for students
with more than
7 credits to
complete

Completion of
.5 credit

$300

$357.14

Passing State
OGT or End of
Course Exam

$300

$357.14

Diploma

$800
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The state has set a maximum amount of funding per year
to $5,000 per student and the maximum number of years
of funding in the program to two.

Michigan has set the following parameters for
payment milestones:

The state holds program providers accountable for
achieving a cohort graduation rate of at least 40%. The
cohort is calculated by dividing the total number of
students who have received any funding through the
program for a fiscal year by the number of graduates from
that cohort, calculated 12 months in arrears.

Milestones

$ per
milestone

Monthly Satisfactory Progress

$500

Earning Employability Skills Certificate
(at least 1 credit)

$250

Graduation Alliance is the largest provider of adult high
school diploma completion programming in Ohio, serving
approximately 60% of total students. Our programs have
a 45-50% graduation rate in the last two years. We have
produced 775 graduates, with an additional 300 graduates
expected by June of 2019. The cost per graduate for

Completing an Industry-Recognized
Credential Preparation program (up to
50 hours of training)

$250

Completing an Industry-Recognized
Credential Preparation program (51-100

$500

Graduation Alliance-operated programs is $6,400.

Michigan case study
The state of Michigan is in its second year of operating an
adult workforce diploma. While they certainly took a page
from Ohio’s book, they added employability milestones
into the mix. The 23 Plus program began operations in
January 2018. By the end of December, on an investment
of $1.5M, the program had produced 359 graduates, with
226 individuals completing employability skills, and 212
individuals completing industry recognized credentials,
for a program graduation rate of 63% and an average cost
per graduate (so far) of $4,161 – and that cost includes the
cost of employability skills and credentials, not just the
diploma. To be clear, that is not a cost to serve or just what
was spent on those who graduated, it is a total cost per
graduation outcome of the entire program including nongraduates and the value-added employability skills and
industry credentials.
Michigan has taken the approach of approving only
regionally-accredited providers and relying on providers
to implement their own graduation requirements and
issue the diploma. This approach has considerably
simplified the process and eased administrative burden
for both the state and the local districts with no students
reported, to date, who have had to wait to receive
their diploma.
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hours of training)
Completing an Industry-Recognized
Credential Preparation program (more
than 100 hours of training)

$750

Diploma

$1,000

The Michigan program created a tie-bar to its existing
dropout recovery program statute for high school age
youth by referencing the definition for satisfactory
progress in MCL 1623a (3)(d): “Satisfactory monthly
progress” means an amount of progress that is
measurable on a monthly basis and that, if continued
for a full 12 months, would result in the same amount of
academic credit being awarded to the pupil as would be
awarded to a general education pupil completing a full
school year. Satisfactory monthly progress may include
a lesser required amount of progress for the first 2
months a pupil participates in the program.” This tie-bar
is effective in creating a unified approach to measuring
progress across programs.
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About Graduation Alliance
Today in the US, there are more than 29 million adults and 5
million high school-aged youth who left school without a diploma.

These individuals are arguably the most disenfranchised
in our nation with extraordinarily high rates of
joblessness, homelessness, and complex life issues.

exemplary online high school that is fully accredited by the
Northwest Accreditation Commission, a division
of AdvancED.

In partnership with educators, government agencies, and
community leaders across the nation, Graduation Alliance
serves these high-risk students, both youth and adults.
We provide students the opportunity and support they
need to earn an accredited high school diploma, acquire
essential career, life, and job skills, and pursue postsecondary certification and degree programs through our
post-secondary pathways.

The hallmark of Graduation Alliance programs is the
intensive human support students receive during
their time with us. The barriers at-risk students face
typically result from “life issues” and have little relation
to individual abilities or skills. Whether battling chronic
health issues, struggling to support a family as head of
the household, or suffering debilitating social anxiety,
the students we serve need flexibility of time and place.
Our recipe for success includes setting clear weekly
expectations for pace and progress while providing
students with 360 degrees of support, including proactive
academic interventions, local advocacy to address life
barriers, 24/7 tutoring, and dedicated math assistance.

Since 2007, Graduation Alliance has successfully served
the most at-risk students in our nation. In 2018, we
served approximately 10,000 high school students
annually, ranging in age from 15-55. Nearly 2,000 students
graduated from Graduation Alliance programs in 2018.
Our programs range from full-service diploma
completion programs delivered in facility-based,
blended, or fully online settings complete with recruiting,
transcript analysis, wifi-enabled laptops, coaching and
mentoring, Social and Emotional Learning assessment
and intervention, and robust support services, to skill
certification packages with tailored support, to courses
available to students of any age or interest. Graduation
Alliance also operates The American Academy, an

While earning a high school diploma has repeatedly been
shown to be a transformational factor in both social and
economic outcomes, the high school diploma is only a
milestone in our students’ journey to lifelong success.
That’s why we provide a career services team to help
students prepare for their transition to what comes next,
whether that is employment or additional training, and
partnerships with institutions to provide pathways for
students to further their education and broaden their
career opportunities.

855.486.8855 | GraduationAlliance.com

