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Education Spotlight  

No Child Dreams That They Will Become a High School Dropout 

 
Kids love to talk about what they want to be when they grow up. They have big dreams and aspirations 

about who they will be someday. But, sometimes, life gets in the way – derailing those hopes and dreams. 

This is exactly what happened to more than 6,000 kids in Massachusetts who dropped out of high school in 

2013. For years, educators have tried to figure out how to prevent students from dropping out of high 

school.  

 

In 2013, United Way Worldwide established a Graduation Initiative Partnership, which included United 

Way of Central Massachusetts and 8 other local United Ways from across the country. The group met for 

the first time in May 2013 and looked at data from research out of John’s Hopkins University, led by Dr. 

Robert Belfanz, which shows that 6th grade students in high-poverty schools who attend school less than 

80% of the time, fail Math or English, or receive an unsatisfactory behavior grade in a core course will, 

without effective intervention, have a 75% chance of dropping out of high school (see video below). This 

Early Warning System, often referred to as the ABC’s, identifies students who are at-risk for becoming 

high school dropouts by looking at Attendance, Behavior, and Course Completion. 

 

The data, however, is only useful if it prompts an immediate, effective, and appropriate response. Putting 

into place an intervention for every middle school student who displays the A, B, C warning signs can truly 

make all the difference in their future success. Since we know what warning signs to look for and how to 

respond in a timely and effectively manner, the issue becomes implementing this kind of system in public 

schools across the country. Knowing that many schools do not necessarily have the resources to implement 

appropriate and effective intervention, it is essential that communities become part of the solution by 

adding a ‘second shift’ of caring adults to respond to the students most in need.   

 

United Ways are poised to play a pivotal role in this initiative since they have extensive relationships with 

both the local public schools and youth-serving organizations in their communities. United Ways can use 

these crucial relationships to establish a system that connects the targeted students, the data, and the 

services in and out of schools. Since most United Ways already work with and fund a network of youth 

services, it seems natural that they should also spearhead and/or support this strategy by aligning current 

connections and existing resources to better serve the most at-risk students. 

 

At United Way of Central Massachusetts, Heidi Paluk, Vice President of External Affairs, is taking the lead 

on this project. With a strategic plan and some very aggressive goals in place, she will begin actively 

engaging local partners to discern how to best implement the Early Warning and Response System in our 
public schools.  

 

We encourage you to watch Frontline’s VIDEO: MIDDLE SCHOOL MOMENT. This powerful video 

explains the implications of an Early Warning System and how it will dramatically increase every student’s 

chance of graduating from high school and reaching their true potential. Life does not always have to get in 

the way if every child has a team of supporters making sure that they have a path to success. 

http://www.thirteen.org/programs/frontline/middle-school-moment/
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Upcoming Community Conversation about Student Attendance: On Monday March 10, United Way of 

Central Massachusetts is hosting a Community Conversation from 10:00 – 11:30 a.m. to discuss how faith-

based and community based organizations can work in partnership with the public schools to ensure good 

student attendance. More Information 

 

VIDEO: MIDDLE SCHOOL MOMENT 

 

http://www.unitedwaycm.org/index.php/news/story/community_conversation_on_student_attendance/
http://www.thirteen.org/programs/frontline/middle-school-moment/
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