
CHANGES IN PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS OF MEXICAN-AMERICAN 

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATES AND DROPOUTS DURING 

THE TRANSITION FROM JUNIOR HIGH TO HIGH SCHOOL 

by 

MARTHA BLANSITT PURSLEY, B.A., M.Ed. 

A DISSERTATION 

IN 

EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 

of Texas Tech University in 
Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF EDUCATION 

Approved 

Dean of the Graduate School 

August, 2002 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

A dissertation cannot be written in isolation. There are many people to whom I 

would like to express my gratitude. I would like to thank William Lan, my committee 

chairman, for all of his time and advise. 1 am also grateful to my committee members, 

Yvonne Caldera and Hansel Burley for their helpful suggestions. 

I also want to express my appreciation to the friends who shared my frustration, 

trepidation, and triumph during the process of this research project. 1 especially want to 

thank Amanda Williams, Sara English, and Twila Pickrell for their support throughout 

the entire project. 1 also appreciate the interest shared by my parents, Ed and Celia 

Blansitt. 

Finally, I want to thank my family. I am grateful to my sons, Chad and Eric 

Pursley, for sharing this experience with me and helping me through my computer 

frustrations. I am most grateful to my husband Joe Pursley for supporting me through the 

entire process. Thank you for standing by me, and pulling me when the hill seemed too 

steep. Thank you for believing in me and expecting me to give it my best. It is to you 

that I dedicate this work. 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ii 

ABSTRACT vii 

LIST OF TABLES x 

LIST OF FIGURES xi 

CHAPTER 

I. INTRODUCTION 1 

Rationale 1 

Purpose of the Study 9 

Importance of the Study 10 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 11 

Limitations 12 

Definitions of Terms 13 

II. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 16 

Developmental Framework 17 

Family Characterisfics 19 

School-Related Characteristics 26 

School Size 26 

School Organization 27 

Academic Quality of the School 28 

School Climate 29 

111 



Personal Characteristics 31 

Absenteeism 31 

Academic Achievement 34 

Extracurricular Acfivities in the School 37 

Delays in Education 40 

Educational Aspirations 42 

Perception of School and Teachers 45 

Employment and Economic Responsibilities 49 

Marriage and Pregnancy 51 

Peer Group 52 

Ethnic Identity 54 

Immigrant Status as an Influence on Hispanics' Dropout Decisions 55 

Conclusion 58 

III. METHOD 63 

Research Design 63 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 64 

Data and Sample 64 

Variables Used to Match Students' Family and School background 68 

Dependent Variables of the Study 69 

Academic Performance 70 

Locus of Control 72 

i \ 



Self-Esteem 74 

Educational Aspiration 74 

Extracurricular Acfivity Participafion 77 

Percepfion of School 77 

Relafionship with Teachers 81 

Relationship with Peers 81 

English Language Proficiency 84 

Spanish Language Proficiency 85 

Data Analysis 87 

IV. RESULTS 88 

Educational Aspiration 89 

Academic Achievement 90 

Spanish Language Proficiency 90 

Locus of Control 93 

Self-Esteem 93 

Relationship with Peers 95 

Relationship with Teachers 95 

Other Personal Characteristics 97 

V. DISCUSSION 99 

Differences between Graduates and Dropouts 102 

Differences of Time 104 

Interaction between Time and Status 106 



Non-Significant Results 108 

Transition to High School 110 

Issues Pertaining to the Mexican-American Student Populafion 113 

Conclusion 117 

Limitations of the Study 118 

Future Directions 119 

REFERENCES 120 

APPENDIX: GRAPHS OF MEANS FOR SIGNIFICANT VARIABLES 126 

VI 



ABSTRACT 

The high school dropout problem continues to result in adverse individual and 

social consequences. Dropping out of high school is an even greater problem among 

minority groups; in particular the Hispanic population. Hispanic youths drop out of 

school at more than twice the rate of non-Hispanic youth (U.S. Census Bureau, 1999). 

Among the Hispanic population, Mexican-American is the largest subgroup and they 

have the highest dropout rate (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1994). This disturbing 

phenomenon can lead to the unintentional perpetuation of discrimination for this ethnic 

group. 

This dissertafion is the first study of dropout students that will look specifically at 

the Mexican-American students' personal characteristics, developmentally, that lead to 

the decision to drop out. 

The study controlled for dropout related family and school variables and explored 

longitudinal pattern differences in theoretically selected personal characteristics that 

could lead to the decision to drop out between Mexican-American dropouts and persisters 

as well as differences among dropouts between the base year (BY) measured when the 

students were in the eighth grade, the first follow-up (Fl) measured when the students 

were in the tenth grade. 

The expectations for the study were to: (1) explore the development of the 

personal characteristics of Mexican-American dropouts during the transition to high 

school, (2) discover which personal characteristics differed between dropouts and 
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persisters, and (3) explore differences in the development of the personal characteristics 

of dropouts and persisters during the transition to high school. 

This sample for the study included 310 students that were selected from 1952 

subjects in the existing database of NELS:88 that reported being Mexican-American. 

Half of the students in the study (n = 155) were high school dropouts. The other 155 

subjects were matched to the dropouts by socioeconomic status, school urbanicity, school 

enrollment size and gender. 

To answer the research questions and test the hypotheses, effects of the two 

independent variables. Time and Status, on each of the dependent variables were 

examined by a 2x2 mixed design ANOVA. 

Results showed main effects of time and status and an interaction effect for 

educational aspiration, main effect of status for academic achievement, relationship with 

teachers, self-esteem, and locus of control, and a main effect of time for Spanish 

language proficiency, relationship with peers and locus of control. 

The results suggest important theoretical and educational implications. The 

transitional period between junior high and high school has detrimental effects on the 

development of personal characteristics of Mexican-American students. Educational 

aspiration as well as relationships related to the school environment deteriorate during 

this transitional period. The study discusses the need for changes in the training of 

teachers in order to reduce the number of dropout Mexican-American students. 

Future research endeavors can be surmised from this study. This study reveals 

that much more research is needed to discover the effect of ethnic idenfity and 
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acculturation on the personal characteristics related to the persistence behavior of 

Mexican-American students. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Rationale 

Dropping out of school remains a major threat both on a personal level for 

students and on a national level. On a personal level, students who drop out will find it 

difficult to enter the workforce due to the lack of a sufficient educafion. Technological 

advancements have placed a demand for a more highly educated work force (Alspaugh, 

1997). At the same time, the demand for unskilled labor has decreased steadily (Aley, 

1995). The lack of a high school diploma will impede a high school dropout's chances of 

competing with more educated applicants. High School graduates, in general, tend to 

make greater incomes than dropouts (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997). Thus, high 

school dropouts are most likely to live in poverty situations. 

These personal consequences of dropping out also have an implication on a 

national level. Students who cannot be employed or whose income is insufficient to keep 

them from living in a poverty situation are more likely to need public assistance in the 

form of Welfare payments (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997). In addition, being a 

dropout increases the probability of involvement in criminal activity and its outcome of 

prison time (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997). 

Dropping out of high school is an even greater problem among minority groups; 

in particular the Hispanic population. Hispanic youth drop out of school at more than 

twice the rate of non-Hispanic youth. A 1999 Census report showed that 21% of 



dropouts in the United States were Hispanic, 11.2% were Black and 9.1% were White' 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 1999). The 2000 Census reports high school graduation rates by 

age, race and Hispanic origin. Of U.S. residents ages 20 to 24; 7.1% of Asian/Pacific 

Islanders, 8.4% of non-Hispanic Whites, 19.5% of non-Hispanic Blacks, and 37.7% of 

Hispanics were not high school graduates (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). These rates, 

however, consist of anyone between the ages of 20 to 24 including immigrants who 

moved to the U.S. as adults without a high school educafion. 

Many Hispanics are, thus, left unemployable or unable to earn sufficient wages, 

partially because they lack proficiency in the English language and partially because they 

lack skills, education, or a high school diploma (Chapa & Valencia, 1993). Hispanics in 

the United States earn less and have higher unemployment rates than non-Hispanics. 

Within the Hispanic population, Mexican-Americans earn the lowest wages and their 

unemployment rate is the highest in the group (Chapa & Valencia, 1993). 

The dropout problem is becoming even more serious with the increasing Hispanic 

population. The Hispanic population is the largest growing minority group in the United 

States. In 1990 the U.S. Census reported that 22.3 million Hispanics were living in the 

United States. This was an increase of more than 50% from 1980 (Chapa & Valencia, 

1993). The 2000 Census reports that the United States is now the residence of 35.3 

million Hispanics, or about 13% of the populafion. The racial breakdown of the 2000 

Census shows that about 12.3% of the U.S. population is Black or African-American. 

' The 2000 Census questionnaire differed from the 1990 questionnaire in the manner in which it 
asked about race and Hispanic origin and caution must be used in interpreting racial composition of 
Hispanics from the 1990 data cited. 



Among this 12.3%, more than 3% of those reporting to be of Black or African-American 

race were of Hispanic origin. Therefore, Hispanics are the largest minority group in the 

United States, and continue to be the fastest growing minority population in the United 

States. The breakdown of the 2000 Hispanic population by location of origin is 66.1% 

from Mexico, 14.5% from Central and South America, 9% from Puerto Rico, 4% from 

Cuba and 6.4% from other Spanish backgrounds (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). The 

majority, however, are still first- and second-generafion Hispanics (Chilman, 1993) many 

of whom have come to the United States in search of a better life. 

The life that many Hispanics have found here is a life that includes 

discrimination, low income or unemployment, and an educational system in which many 

of their children are not succeeding. Individual and insfitutional racism (Gelles, 1991) 

continues to be an obstacle with which Hispanic people must deal. Individual racism is 

defined by Gelles as the intentional discrimination of a person due to his/her race or 

ethnic origin. Fewer opportunities are available to Hispanics because others impede their 

chances of employment or success. Institutional racism is the unintentional 

discriminafion of a minority (Gelles, 1991), including but not limited to educational 

institutions that educate all students based on Anglo-European norms and culture. Fine 

(1991) suggested that one outcome of this type of discriminafion is an educafional 

opportunity that is far less than equal for non-English dominant students. 

The increasing population of Hispanics will undoubtedly increase the number of 

Hispanic students in the public school system. The further outcome is the increased 

incidence of high school attrition among Hispanic students. If intervenfion does not 



occur, if Hispanic students continue to drop out of school even at the same rate that they 

have been, there will be a dramatic increase in the total population's, as well as in the 

Hispanic population's, dropout numbers. 

A current policy consideration may exacerbate dropout problems for Hispanic 

populations. As we enter the twenty-first century, there continues to be a concern among 

educators and politicians regarding the academic standards of the country's schools. 

Some people suggest that the standards are too low and must be raised in order to 

graduate young men and women capable of leading this country forward economically 

(Perez-Miller, 1989). If academic standards are raised without taking into consideration 

students whose culture or English-language skills make it difficult for them to function 

by today's standards, there could be an increased number of students who may not be able 

to keep up with higher standards (Rumberger, 1987). This could have a deleterious effect 

on the dropout rates of Hispanics who already have cultural barriers blocking their 

education. Of course, an increase in dropouts among Hispanic students will affect the 

unemployment or low-wage earnings to the detriment of the Hispanic population. This 

can perpetuate the oppression and unintentional discrimination of the Hispanic population 

on a personal and national level. 

The status of Hispanics in educafion have lead Alfred Ramirez (as cited in 

Rodriguez, 1996), the executive director of the President's Commission on Educational 

Excellence for Hispanic Americans, to state that the picture for Hispanics and the nation 

is a crisis situation. The distressing statistics for the Hispanic population indicate the 

great need for research that focuses on the Hispanic Americans' dropout problem. 



A review of the available research suggests that several factors were consistenfiy 

related to the dropout rate. These variables fall into many aspects of the students' lives 

including family characteristics, school characteristics, and personal characterisfics. 

Family characteristics include variables such as those related to birth (race, 

ethnicity), family income, parents' education levels, family size, and family structure 

(having one or two parents in the home). 

In comparison studies consisting of ethnic and racial groups one of the factors of 

attrifion was being non-Anglo, especially being Nafive American (Fine, 1991), Hispanic, 

or Black (Fernandez, & Shu, 1988; Fine, 1991; Rumberger 1983). These studies reflect 

the high dropout rate of Hispanics that has already been described. 

One factor that is consistently found to be negatively related to the dropout rate is 

socioeconomic status (SES). Researchers have defined SES using combinations of 

parents' educational levels and occupafional levels, and family income, (Fine, 1991; 

Jordon, Lara, & McPartland, 1996; Rumberger, 1983, 1987; Steinberg, Blinde, & Chan, 

1984; Velez, 1989). Less educated parents have lower level occupafions, thus, lower 

family income. Minorities make up a great percentage of people in the lower SES of the 

population. Therefore, race/ethnicity and SES may be confounding factors such that it is 

the lower SES which affects the dropout rate with race/ethnicity being significant only 

because of the large numbers of minority students found in the low SES bracket. Some 

studies have found similar rates of dropouts among students with similar family 

backgrounds across different racial/ethnic groups (Rumberger, 1983). Other studies have 

found Hispanic students to have increased rates of attrition even when controlling for 



SES (Fernandez & Shu, 1988; Perez-Miller, 1989; Steinberg, Blinde, & Chan, 1984) or 

controlling for family structure, number of siblings, and educafional resources in the 

home (Steinberg, Blinde, & Chan, 1984). While immigrant status is related to ethnicity, 

dropout behavior has been found to be less likely in Hispanic students who are recent 

immigrants (Perez-Miller, 1989; Velez, 1989). 

Studies that have explored the relationship between family size and attrition 

report that having more children in a family increases a student's probability of dropping 

out of school (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997). This may be attributed to parents 

possibly having less time to spend with each child or having fewer funds available for 

educational resources for the home. Valverde (1987) also found that having siblings who 

have previously dropped out increases the dropout rate of younger siblings. This could 

be explained as role modeling by older siblings, or it may be that familial factors that 

affected the older students' dropout status also affect the younger children in the same 

family. 

Students from single-parent families also have a greater likelihood for attrition. 

Single parents may find less time to spend with their children, and they likely have fewer 

funds for resources for their children. Most single-parent families have much lower 

income levels and are thus more likely to live in poverty (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 

1997) and many single-parent families are minorities. Living with two parents (Fine, 

1986, 1991; Rumberger, 1983, 1987; Steinberg, Blinde, & Chan, 1984; Velez, 1989), 

even if one is a stepparent, (Rumberger, 1983) makes graduation from high school more 

likely. 



Finally, mobility is a family characteristic that increases student attrition. 

Students who have changed schools have increased chances of dropping out of school 

(Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; Friedenberg, 1999; Jordan, Lara, & McPartland, 

1996; Velez, 1989). 

School characteristics that have an impact on students' graduation or dropout 

status include such factors as the location of the school, school or district size, and the 

encouragement received by those in the school. Students who attend schools in urban 

areas have an increased chance of dropping out compared to their suburban or rural 

counterparts (Rumberger, 1983). Students who attend larger schools (Gardner, Riblatt, & 

Beatty, 1999), as measured by building enrollment, and students in larger school districts 

(Fetler, 1989) are at greater risk of dropping out than students in smaller schools or 

school districts. However, attending schools with greater grade-level spans decreased the 

risk of dropping out (Alspaugh, 1997). Having more grade levels in the same school 

might be related to having a greater sense of cohesion. Pittman and Haughwout (1987) 

measured a greater sense of cohesion as one component of a positive school climate 

which was also found to decrease the risk of dropping out. 

A third type of variables which have been shown to increase the risk of attrition 

are personal characteristics of the students' input into the schooling process. Among 

these variables are higher rates of absenteeism (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; 

Friedenberg, 1999; Reyes, & Hedeker, 1993; Velez, 1989), low academic achievement or 

grades (Friedenberg, 1999; Hirano-Nakanishi, 1986; Reyes, & Jason, 1993; Rumberger, 

1983, 1987; Valverde, 1987), participafion in extra-curricular activifies (Davalos, 



Chavez, & Guardiola, 1999; Valverde, 1987; Velez, 1989), and past expulsions and/or 

suspensions (Jordan, Lara, & McPartland, 1996; Rumberger, 1987; Velez, 1989) as well 

as being older than average for the grade level due to grade retention or initial grade 

placement (Fine, 1991; Friedenberg, 1999; Hirano-Nakanishi, 1986; Perez-Miller, 1989; 

Steinberg, Blinde, & Chan, 1984). Variables such as these may be due to choice or 

feelings of disengagement to one's school (Davalos et al.). 

Additional personal characteristics that lead to increased risk of dropping out 

include loXv educational or occupafional aspirafions (Kao, & Tienda, 1998; Perez-Miller, 

1989; Rurhbergfer, 1983, 1987) and students' negative percepfions of school (Reyes, & 

Jason, 1993^/Steinberg, Blinde, & Chan, 1984). Students who feel that they are not 

encouraged by school personnel to continue in school, or who feel as though their 

teachers do not have graduation expectations of them, are more likely to give up on 

themselves and drop out (Aviles, Guerrero, & Howarth, 1999). For minority students, 

there is also the possibility that the lack of same ethnic/racial group role models within 

the school is a factor that increases a student's potential to drop out of school (Aviles et 

al., 1999). 

Gender is also a factor that differentially leads to dropping out. Leaving school 

due to employment impedes a male's chance of graduafion (Jordan, Lara, & McPartland, 

1996) and pregnancy increases attrition among females (Friedenberg, 1999; Rumberger, 

1983; Steinberg, Blinde, & Chan, 1984). A girl who gets pregnant before complefing 

high school is likely to drop out to care for her child (Steinberg, Blinde, & Chan, 1984). 

High school attrition is also affected by students' peer groups (Jordan, Lara, & 



McPartland, 1996; Reyes, & Jason, 1993). Whether adolescents choose friends more like 

themselves or whether they attempt to be more like their friends, it appears that students 

who, like their friends, engage in risky behaviors, or students whose friends drop out, are 

also more likely to drop out. 

Previous research has provided a thorough explanation of variables that affect a 

student's outcome of attrition or persistence. These studies have given us a profile from 

which to predict whether a student has a greater probability of dropping out. However, 

existing literature reveals at least two limitations of the current research on dropouts. 

First, much of what we have learned is related to family characteristics, variables for 

which we have little control and for which interventions are not possible. For example, 

we cannot change a student's SES or the highest level of education that the student's 

parents achieved. Second, the previous studies have not explored the development of the 

personal characteristics to discover how they change across time. Some school-related 

and personal factors, however, may be more malleable through interventions by school 

personnel or others who are in direct contact with students. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to examine and compare the longitudinal 

development of the personal characteristics related to high school attrition between 

dropouts and persisters from the eighth grade to the tenth grade of the largest subgroup of 

Hispanic students, the Mexican-American students. It will compare personal 

characteristics of high school dropouts to those of high school graduates of the Mexican-



American sample from the Nafional Education Longitudinal Study: 1988 version 

(NELS:88) database while controlling for family characterisfics and school 

characteristics which have been reported to be related to the risk of attrition. 

Theoretically, this study will help us to understand the developmental progression 

of personal characteristics of Mexican-American dropout students in the transition to 

high school. 

On a practical level, this study will determine the pertinent personal 

characteristics of Mexican-American students for which interventions are possible and 

necessary. It will identify the personal characteristics that can become deleterious to a 

student's persistence during the transition to high school at which time interventions by 

educators should occur in order to decrease the attrition rates, and promote the 

persistence behavior of Mexican-American students who are at risk of dropping out of 

school. 

Importance of the Study 

Many researchers have suggested that the factors for dropping out differ across 

ethnic and racial groups and for each group there must be within-group comparisons. It 

has also been repeatedly suggested that the Hispanic population has a greater proportion 

of students who drop out than most other ethnic or racial groups (excluding Native 

Americans). Following the suggestions based on previous research, this study will focus 

on Mexican-Americans because they are the largest subgroup of the Hispanic population 

and the subgroup with the highest dropout rate (U.S. General Accounfing Office, 1994). 



By limiting this study to one specific ethnic group, the study will provide the precise 

information to the ethnic population that is facing the most profound dropout crisis. 

This study is important because the decision to drop out does not occur at one 

point in time. Students do not reach a certain point in their educational career and then 

choose to drop out. Dropping out of school is a process of gradually deteriorating factors 

that lead to the eventual attrition. For example, longitudinal studies have shown that 

deterioration in academic performance, perception of school, and educational aspiration 

(Kasen, Cohen, & Brooke, 1998) were associated with dropping out, and that 

participation in extracurricular activities mediated a decline in antisocial patterns which 

reduced the risk of dropping out (Mahoney, 2000). Kaplan, Peck, and Kaplan (1997) 

also followed a group of students during the transition to high school, and found that low 

motivation problems, feelings of rejection from other students, and fraternizing with 

deviant students, effectuate the academic decline which is associated with dropping out. 

It is, thus, necessary to look at the dropout process longitudinally in order to discover 

when the personal factors begin and how they develop. This study will explore the 

process through which the probability of dropping out becomes a reality during the 

transition to high school.. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

This study attempted to answer the following questions: 

1. Are there changes in the personal characteristics of Mexican-American drop

out students between the 8 '̂ and lO"' grade, that lead to their dropout decision? 
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2. Are there differences in the dropout-related personal characteristics between 

Mexican-American high school dropouts and graduates? 

3. Do Mexican-American high school dropouts and graduates show different 

patterns in their development of the dropout-related personal characterisfics? 

Based on these research questions, the null hypotheses of the study were: 

1. There are no significant differences in the personal characteristics, between 

the 8' and 10'̂  grade, that leads to the dropout decision of Mexican-American 

dropout students. 

2. There are no significant differences in dropout-related personal characteristics 

of Mexican-American high school dropouts and graduates. 

3. There are no differences in the patterns of development of the dropout-related 

personal characteristics between Mexican-American dropout and graduate 

students. 

Limitations 

There are many advantages to using the NELS:88 database for research regarding 

dropout behavior. First, it has a large representative dataset which allows for 

generalizeability. Second, it follows the same cohort of students longitudinally, starting 

from the eighth grade until their expected graduation date and beyond. However, one 

limitation of this study is that most of the data was collected in the last decade. 

Contextual changes that have occurred for students within the past 10 years cannot be 

captured from this data. 
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Another limitation of this study is the lack of availability of certain variables in 

the dataset. Some variables are not identical across the waves, and other variables that 

merit investigation are not available. Although there is dropout and graduate data 

available for comparison in the second follow-up, there was not sufficient data among the 

Mexican-American dropouts for many of the variables, making it impossible to make 

inferences to the 12"̂  grade. 

Some researchers have suggested that within the Hispanic population there are 

differences that lead to the dropout behaviors between the subgroups of Hispanics, this 

leads to a second limitation of this study. This study was not able to investigate the 

subgroup differences due to the small number of subjects representing the other Hispanic 

subgroups. 

As with almost any study that includes more than one assessment, a final 

limitation of this study was sample attrition. 

Definifions of Terms 

Dropout—A student who is not enrolled in, but has not completed school 

(Rumberger, 1987). In this study dropout is defined as students who were enrolled in 

school during the 8'*" grade but whose transcript indicated that they dropped out of high 

school by the 12"" grade NELS:88 follow-up. 

Graduate—A student who is attending or who has completed a state approved 

education agency (Rumberger, 1987). In this study a graduate is a student who was 

enrolled in high school during both, the lO"" and the 12"̂  grade NELS:88 follow-up. 

13 



Hispanic—A person whose ancestry is from a Latin-American or Spanish-

speaking country. The term Hispanic is interchangeable with the term Latino and does 

not connote any specific generation of immigration or country of birth (Chapa & 

Valencia, 1993). 

Mexican-American—A person born in the United States whose parents or prior 

ancestors were bom in Mexico. This includes those whose ancestors were in Mexican 

territory that in now the Southwest United States. This term encompasses those who 

prefer to call themselves Chicanos (Chapa & Valencia, 1993). 

Academic Achievement—Achievement or failure of one's academic endeavors. 

In the current study this variable is measured by NELS:88 scores of standardized tests in 

reading, mathematics, science and social studies. 

Educational Aspiration—This term is defined as the highest grade or year of 

school that students reported that they expect to achieve in the NELS:88. 

Extracurricular Acfivity Participafion—Taking part in school-sponsored after 

school acfivifies. In the current study, this variable is measured by NELS:88 items on 

students' participation in athletic, musical, academic, and social activifies in school. 

Locus of Control—The belief about whether control for the circumstances in 

one's life is due to one's efforts and abilities or to other factors outside of one's control 

(Rotter, 1954). This study uses a composite created for the NELS:88 dataset with 6 items 

designed to be comparable to the same variable in other studies conducted by the 

National Center for Education Statistics. 
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Perception of School—Personal view of school's environment as a posifive or 

negafive place. This study measures this variable using NELS:88 items of feelings of 

safety, school spirit, and discipline within the school. 

Relationship with Teachers—Perception of the relationship between students and 

teachers. Measured by the current study with NELS:88 items asking students about the 

teaching, support, and praise by teachers. 

Relationship with Peers—Perception of the way one is judged by peers. The 

current study uses items from NELS:88 asking if other students put down the respondent 

or see the respondent as popular, athletic, important, as a good student or a troublemaker. 

Self-Esteem—The set of knowledge one maintains about oneself (Lemer, 1997). 

This study Uses a composite created for the NELS:88 dataset with eleven items designed 

to be comparable td the same variable in other studies conducted by the National Center 

for Education Statistics. 

English Language Proficiency—Mastery of English. Measured in this study by 

NELS:88 items of how well the student speaks, reads, writes, and understands English. 

Spanish Language Proficiency—Mastery of Spanish. Measured in this study by 

NELS:88 items of how well the student speaks, reads, writes, and understands Spanish. 

Ethnic Identity—A set of self-ideas about one's ethnic group membership 

including the knowledge of values, behavior and feelings, and a sense of oneself as a 

member of that group (Bemal, Knight, Garza, Ocampo, & Cota, 1993). 



CHAPTER II 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Among the many studies of dropouts, there is no consensus as to what constitutes 

dropping out or how to define dropout. This leads to the problems in the reporting of 

dropout rates. Two common computations of the dropout rate come from the U.S. 

Census Bureau and State attrition data (Rumberger, 1987). The definition of a dropout 

for the Census is a person from a specific age cohort that is not enrolled in, or has not 

completed, school. A person who has completed the General Educational Development 

(GED) exam, or a person with a high school equivalent certification, is not considered a 

dropout. State attrition data are collected by defining a dropout as a person who is not 

attending or who has not completed a full-time, state-approved education agency. The 

definition may vary by state, but many do not recognize a person with a GED or a high 

school equivalency certification as a graduate. Additionally, the fact that there is no 

unified operationalization of dropout leads to the possible misinterpretation of 

comparisons between studies related to dropouts. In an attempt to be compatible with 

most studies, regarding this issue, this study will not include students who receive a GED 

or alternate certification. (For more information on the problem of defining dropouts or 

on the methods of computation used for each of these national dropout statistics, see 

Rumberger, 1987.) 



Developmental Framework 

Many reasons have been posed to explain the causes of high school dropout. A 

useful developmental framework that can be used to explain why high school students 

drop out is Bronfenbrenner's ecological model (1986). Bronfenbrenner posits that an 

individual develops within a series of contextual systems which both influence and are 

influenced by the individual. The most basic unit of analysis is the microsystem. Within 

the microsystem is a pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relationships which 

interact with the developing individual within a specific setting. Activities are what 

people do within a setting, roles are actions expected of people who hold certain positions 

(e.g., the parent, teacher, peers), and interpersonal relationships refer to the manner in 

which people behave toward each other. A developing person's behavior is dependent on 

the process by which s/he perceives the activities, roles, and interpersonal relationships 

within each setting. There are many microsystems in which a person develops. A 

student is exposed to at least two principal settings, or microsystems, the home and the 

school. 

The second level of environmental systems, which Bronfenbrenner (1986) has 

termed the mesosystem, accounts for the interaction of influences between two or more 

of an individual's principal settings. Each of the student's two principal settings are 

microsystems which influence one another. Thus the school environment influences the 

home environment and vice versa. 

The third level of Bronfenbrenner's model is the exosystem. These are social 

setfings which do not necessarily include the child but which influence the child's 
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development as well as her/his socialization. The parents' work environment is an 

exosystem that is influenced by the parents' education and that influences the family's 

income level. 

The final level of analysis is the macrosystem which consists of the cultural 

values, laws and customs that exist in the life of the child. For the Mexican-American 

student, the macrosystem includes the relationship between the Mexican-American 

culture of the family and the culture of the Anglo society in which the family lives. This 

level also includes the interactions between oppressive and discriminatory acts towards 

the student and/or the ethnic group, which regulates the student's behavior. Personal 

characteristics develop within these contexts and interact within the systems. Thus, 

personal characteristics are central in a person's development. 

This literature review will describe factors that have been shown to increase the 

likelihood of dropping out of high school within the students' microsystems. It will 

specifically address the literature that has explored the factors that affect dropping out 

among Hispanic students. The factors that pertain to student dropout behavior will be 

clustered into three categories of variables: family characteristics, school characteristics, 

and personal characteristics. Family characteristics are those that have resulted from the 

family's life circumstances and for which the child and the school have no control. 

School characteristics are those related to the environmental traits of the school. Finally, 

personal characteristics are those which involve the student's physical, psychological, and 

behavioral traits. These are the factors on which this study intends to focus. Many of the 

studies used in this review have similar variable clusters as the ones mentioned above. 



Not all researchers, however, have defined these clusters in the same manner. Therefore, 

although several studies may refer to family-related variables, or school-related variables, 

the variables that make up the clusters are usually not the same ones from study to study. 

The reader must keep these differences in operationalizations in mind when making 

inferences. 

Family Characteristics 

The factor most commonly found in studies predicting dropout behavior is 

socioeconomic status, the more affluent the family the less likelihood of the student 

dropping out of school. In a review of literature on language minority dropouts, 

Steinberg, Blinde and Chan (1984) reported that "...virtually every study that has 

included social class as an independent variable has indicated that youngsters from the 

lower socioeconomic strata are more likely to drop out than their more economically 

privileged peers" (p. 118). 

Rumberger (1983) analyzed the data from the first survey from the Nafional 

Longitudinal Study (NLS) of Youth Labor Market Experience. The NLS dataset 

included a collecfion of data from annual interviews of a national sample of over 12,000 

Black, White, and Hispanic men and women between the ages of 14 and 21. Rumberger 

(1983) selected the respondents who were between the ages of 18 to 21 and were not 

enrolled in high school at the time of the survey. He undertook to determine the 

magnitude of the family background factors. Family variables used were collected when 

the students were 14 years old. Variables included in this model were parental education 



and income, number of parents residing in the home, number of siblings, and presence of 

educational resources in the home. 

Rumberger's (1983) model showed that family background variables are powerful 

predictors of high school attrition and that the effects are even stronger for students from 

lower income families. Parental educafion level appears to have a role modeling effect 

particularly for same-sex parent/student pairs. For example, higher education levels of 

fathers reduced the likelihood of male students dropping out for all three race/ethnic 

groups. For students whose parents have attained less than a high school education, the 

probability increases that the student will drop out before completing high school. The 

presence of newspapers, magazines and a library card in the home were found to reduce 

the likelihood of dropping out for all six race/gender groups. 

Parental education level and income level are often highly correlated and together 

are often used to measure SES. Velez (1989) stated that a higher SES can be the outcome 

of having better educated parents who provide a better learning environment for their 

children. Velez refered to SES as a source of support which, when available to students, 

can promote advanced education. An issue that has similar outcomes of attrition is that 

of living with one parent versus two parents. Living with only one parent has 

consistenfiy been found to increase the likelihood of high school attrifion (Fine, 1986, 

1991; Rumberger, 1983, 1987; Steinberg, Blinde, & Chan, 1984; Velez, 1989). Having 

only one parent in the home increases the probability that there is a much lower income 

in the household than in families having two parents. Single-parent families are more 

likely to live in poverty situations (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; Fine, 1991). 
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In identifying predictors of dropping out using data collected for the Beginning 

School Study (BSS), Alexander, Entwisle, and Horsey (1997) measured the academic 

progress and personal development of students from 20 schools in Baltimore, MD, 

beginning in the first grade in 1982, for 14 years. Alexander et al. classified variables 

into four factor-clusters: background, family-context, personal, and school experiences. 

Background characteristics included race (Blacks and Whites), SES (parents educafion 

level at first report, an average measure of occupational status reports from the first 8 

years, and reduced-price lunch eligibility from the first eight years), family type (single-

parent or other configurations), mother's age at the time of the participant-child's birth 

and number of siblings. They found that larger family size increased the odds of 

dropping out even when SES was controlled. However, there were no Hispanics in the 

BSS study. The following study suggests that it is possible that family size, as measured 

by number of siblings might not be related to attrition in Hispanics. 

Rumberger (1983) had findings similar to Alexander et al.'s (1997) regarding 

family size for White students only, but not for Black or Hispanic students. White 

students who had larger families had higher predicted dropout rates but this was not true 

for the minority groups in his study. This was found through simulations which 

ascertained the marginal contribution of variables of SES, number of siblings, family 

structure, parental education level, and learning resources in the home on the probability 

of dropping out simulating two situations for each race/ethnicity. Simulation (1) was a 

student from a moderately high SES, one sibling, two parents with average education 

levels, and adequate reading material (what consfituted the magnitude of these variables. 



i.e., average or adequate, was not described by the author). Simulation (2) was a student 

from a moderately low SES, three siblings, no father, and little reading material. The 

same values for the independent variables were entered for simulation groups of Black, 

Hispanic, and White males and females. The probit coefficients for the variable "number 

of siblings" was significant at the .01 level for White males and females but was not 

significant for Black or Hispanics of either gender. 

Within families of similar SES, resource availability and family size, why would 

the probability of dropping out increase for White students from large families but not for 

Black or Hispanic students from large families? Rumberger (1983) did not attempt to 

answer the question. However, it could suggest that the effect of family size on dropout 

status may not be due to the sharing of available resources such as SES and educational 

materials available in the home in minority's families, due to the collecfivist nature of the 

Hispanic and African-American cultures. Among the interdependent socialization 

practices of people from collecfivist cultures is an emphasis on sacrifice for the group 

(Triandis et al, 1993). Interdependence, as opposed to independence, suggests that a 

person is a member of a larger group which can be the nuclear family, the extended 

family, and/or the community (Delgado-Gaitan, 1994). Support for in-group members is 

highly stressed in an interdependent culture. These patterns of interdependence reflect 

upon the values which are instilled in children in the home. Within a Hispanic family, for 

example, very young children are given much support by other family members and they, 

in turn, are expected to give support to others when they grow older. Support for the 

younger child is given in the form of being cared for by older siblings (Delgado-Gaitan, 
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1994). Children raised interdependently may not suffer the consequences of having more 

siblings if older siblings are giving the younger ones some of the emotional support and 

resources that the parents may not be able to give due to the number of children with 

whom they must share their time and resources. Individualist cultures, such as the Anglo 

culture, raise their children with an emphasis on individualism (Triandis et al., 1993). 

Within the community one is responsible for one's nuclear family. Within the nuclear 

family, one is responsible for oneself. In Anglo families, older children occasionally 

"play" the role of parent or teacher with a younger child, reading to and teaching the 

younger sibling; but, within a collectivist family these roles are assumed by older siblings 

on a consistent basis. Therefore, because there are different relationship qualities 

between siblings in collectivist versus independently raised children, the outcome from 

having additional children in a family may also differ qualitatively. 

A final family background characteristic related to dropout status is a family's 

mobility. Students who have had to change schools are at greater risk of dropping out of 

school (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; Friedenberg, 1999; Jordan, Lara, & 

McPartland, 1996; Velez, 1989). In the 14-year BSS study, changing schools at least 

once in the first grade or during the transition into school made a significant impact on 

later dropping out when entered as a zero-order predictor, however, dropped to 

nonsignificance when controlling for variables which included a family change in 

residence (Alexander et al., 1997). This is a problem of muUicollinearity suggesfing a 

high correlation between change of residence and change of school. The authors, thus, 

suggest that the school change remains important since a family change in residence 
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often includes a change in schools. Friedenberg (1999) found a large amount of mobility 

(as measured by number of school moves) among a sample of dropouts. She compared a 

cohort of Hispanic students who had dropped out of school to a profile from the Weber 

(1989) Dropout Prediction Scale. Weber's scale was developed to idenfify variables that 

can be used to identify potential dropouts among adolescents. Three factors and several 

subfactors were identified. These included school related factors: attendance, grades, 

academic achievement, reading skills and interest in school and work; personal factors: 

age relafive to classmates, disciplinary problems, and extenuating circumstances such as 

pregnancy; and home family factors: economic disadvantage, and divorced or single-

parent home. Friedenberg collected demographics and used the Dropout Prevention 

Scale (1989) in a pilot study to test its validity on Hispanic students by using a sample of 

25 Hispanic students who had already dropped out. Questions for the dropouts were 

modified to represent the retrospective nature of the study and were translated into 

Spanish. For example, they asked "How old were you when you dropped out of high 

school?" rather than "How old are you?" The scale predicted dropout status among the 

dropouts with 60% accuracy. Among this sample of dropouts, he found that 80% of them 

had moved or changed schools at least one time during their education and that 44% had 

done so three or more times. School changes, thus, appeared to have been highly 

correlated to the eventual dropout status. School changes, however, may be only 

mediating factors in that the school change can cause a student to get behind or to have a 

great amount of make-up work which then affects the student's grade, motivation and 

dropout tendencies. Friedenberg's study may not have given a complete view of the 
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mobility situation since it did not have a graduate comparison group with which to 

compare the number of school changes. Many low-income Hispanic students' families 

that are not upwardly mobile will remain in the same neighborhood throughout the school 

years (Velez, 1989). This may explain why school mobility is not a predominant factor 

in studies of Hispanic dropout students. 

All of the findings that have been mentioned so far have one thing in common. 

They are all characteristics that the child brings to school and which the school cannot 

rectify for the child. Schools cannot change the family characteristics which place 

students at higher risk of dropping out. It is of great value, however, to have this 

information because researchers can explore beyond these factors in an attempt to 

idenfify characterisfics for which the school can make an impact. Most of the family 

characteristics that increase attrition rate stem from the issue of coming from a low-

income family. Having one parent in the home and lower parental educational levels 

result in lower income. Lower income could result in the decreased availability of 

educational resources in the home. 

This section has looked at the family-related variables that are associated with 

dropout status and has suggested a possible explanation for the high rate of Hispanics 

dropping out of school. Therefore, these variables need to be considered or controlled 

when investigating changes in personal characteristics. The following section will 

describe the relationship between dropout status and school-related variables. School 

characterisfics may be useful in exploring the persistence and attrifion of Hispanic 



students because Hispanics tend to be concentrated in particular geographic locations and 

tend to be located in particular neighborhoods and schools within those areas. 

School-Related Characterisfics 

School Size 

The issue of a relationship between school size and dropping out of school 

historically has been a matter of debate. The prevailing opinion that originated by 

Conant in 1959, was that the larger the school, the greater the opportunities the school 

could offer to students (Gardner, Riblatt, & Beatty, 1999; Pittman & Haughwout, 1987). 

Under this view, small schools could consolidate and form large schools that would have 

greater financial resources and would offer better academic opportunities as well as more 

extracurricular activities in which students can participate. It was assumed that these 

increased opportunities would decrease the incidence of dropping out. Later, it was 

found that increases in school size did not proportionately increase the financial resources 

or the offerings within a school (Gump, 1978; Lindsay, 1982). Therefore, school size 

increases did not necessarily offer richer curricula or greater variety of extracurricular 

activities. Larger schools did, however, appear to increase students' disengagement to 

school (Kelly, 1993). Thus, further research has attempted to find the relationship 

between school size and dropout rates (Gardner, Riblatt, & Beatty, 1999). 

One study focused on California schools (Gardner, Riblatt, & Beatty. 1999). 

Sixty-seven large high schools (ranging in enrollment from 1,875 to 5,013) and 60 small 

high schools (ranging in enrollment from 175 to 679) had been randomly selected to 
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complete questionnaires out of 110 large and 95 small schools in the California Public 

School Directory. Results show that smaller high schools had students with fewer 

absences than large schools and dropout rates were lower among students in the small 

schools. As Tinto (1975) suggested, smaller schools tend to promote social integration 

and school idenfity which may reduce the likelihood of leaving school. 

Gardner et al. (1999) found that academic achievement, as measured by 

performance on SAT math, verbal, and total scores, and percentage of students taking the 

SAT, was greater in larger schools. When controlling for SES, however, the difference 

disappeared. This probably explains the discrepancy, as will be discussed later, that 

academic performance of schools has been shown to decrease dropout rates. 

School Organization 

School district organization also has an effect on dropout rate. Studies exploring 

the effect of district school size on dropout rates have proposed that larger school district 

size increases dropout rate. Fefier (1989), whose study will be described in the following 

section, measured school size as the total enrollment of all tenth, eleventh, and twelfth 

grade students in California school districts and found that larger schools had higher 

dropout rates. One study (Alspaugh, 1997) defined school organization by two variables: 

enrollment within a school district (average school size) and high school grade spans. 

School size within school districts was defined by the number of students within an 

attendance center for grades K-12. The total district enrollment in grades K-12 was 

divided by the number of attendance centers per district to arrive at the average school 
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size. High school grade spans for the district were number of grade levels within a 

setting. The schools' grade levels ranged from 3 grade levels (10"'-I2"') to 6 grade levels 

(7"'-12"'). Alspaugh (1997) looked at all K-12 school districts within the state of 

Missouri with the exception often that had unusual circumstances or unusual grade-level 

organizations. There were 428 school districts in this study. 

Findings of Alspaugh's (1997) study imply that larger attendance centers have 

higher dropout rates. The findings also imply that schools with longer grade spans have 

lower dropout rates. In other words, in schools that had grade levels spanning from 

grades 7 to 12, dropout rates were lower than in schools with grade levels spanning from 

10 to 12. In a similar study of Missouri high schools, Merritt (1983) also found that 

schools with grade spans ranging from 7 to 12 had lower dropout rates than schools with 

grade spans ranging from 9 to 12 or from 10 to 12. These studies support those that have 

suggested that school transitions are deleterious to students academically and that 

transition periods have a negative effect on persistence. 

Academic Quality of the School 

Another school related variable that has been studied in relation to dropout rates is 

the academic performance of schools. Fetler (1989) addressed this issue by comparing 

the mean scores of schools' achievement. Average school achievement was measured by 

the mean of all twelfth grade students' percentage of correct responses on the 

standardized reading and mathematics tests on the California Assessment Program 

(CAP). School rate of academic course enrollment was also measured and was defined 
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as the sum of enrollment in courses that meet the University of California's requirements 

for admission, divided by the total enrollment in all classes. The sample included all 

regular, comprehensive, public high schools in California and data was collected for two 

school year periods. Results of the study suggest that schools with high achievement 

averages have lower dropout rates even after controlling for SES. Enrollment in 

academic courses, however, was not significantly related to dropout rate. 

Unfortunately, the study reported did not present race/ethnic information for the 

schools being studied. One would have no reason to believe, however, that there would 

be any racial/ethnic differences for these variables in relation to dropout rate. In other 

words, there is no reason to believe that minority students would not benefit from 

attendance in a higher achieving school versus a lower achieving school or that minorities 

would not be more likely to graduate from a higher achieving school than a lower 

achieving school. Unfortunately, Portes and MacLeod (1996) made the point that inner-

city schools, where minorities are concentrated, are at a significant disadvantage in 

academic performance. This would point to an increased dropout risk for inner city 

minorities. 

School Climate 

School climate also affects attrifion or persistence behavior. School climate was 

found to have had a strong effect as an indirect link between school size and dropout rate 

(Pittman & Haughwout, 1987). The sample from which this finding was extracted 

consisted of 744 schools from the HSB dataset. Although there were 798 schools that 
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met the criteria of being public, comprehensive high schools, those without sufficient 

data on the variables of interest were not used. School size was defined as the total 

school enrollment, and dropout rate was defined by the principal's estimate of the 

percentage of students who entered the tenth grade but did not graduate. The study 

assessed the school climate and program facility diversity as mediators between school 

size and dropout rate. School climate was a variable created with four components; 

general sense of cohesion (ratings of school spirit, individual popularity, and the 

importance of strong friendships), level of participafion in school activifies (the 

percentage of students at the school who participated in the various types of 

extracurricular activities), interaction with faculty (the percentage of students who 

reported that teachers were not interested in students), and the magnitude of problems at 

the school (the principal's rating of a list of potential school problems such as 

absenteeism, robbery, and verbal abuse of teachers). 

Correlation coefficients indicated that there is a tendency for larger schools to 

have higher dropout rates so Pittman and Haughwout's (1987) next step was to determine 

the impact of size on dropout rates through the indirect links. The study found that the 

path coefficients through program/facility diversity indicated a weak influence on 

dropout rate and was in the opposite direction than was hypothesized; they had not 

expected to find that increasing the school size increased the program diversity. In 

contrast, school climate had a stronger influence on dropout rate and was in the direction 

hypothesized by the authors. In other words, the larger the school was, the more diverse 

the facility was, but that benefit was not a strong enough influence to offset the negafive 
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influences of a less positive school climate. The authors theorized that within the less 

positive school environments there would be less social integrafion and less identity with 

the school (or more disengagement). Recall that social integration and school identity are 

factors that are fcAind within small schools which are theorized to reduce the likelihood of 

leaving school. 

Personal Characteristics 

Absenteeism 

One of the personal variables that has been found to be related to dropout status is 

absenteeism. A high rate of absenteeism has been shown to be a reliable predictor of 

dropping out (Fine, 1991; Friedenberg, 1999; Rumberger, 1987). There can be different 

reasons for absenteeism, only some of which can be considered'personal reasons. This 

section will not look at absenteeism due to familial factors such as seasonal migrant work 

but will instead explore the relafionship between non-systematic, mostly unexcused 

absences dueto a student's desir^'not to be in the school. In a qualitafive study, Aviles, 

Guerrero, and Barrajas (1999) quesfioned 72 Hispanic participants who had dropped out 

of a Minnesota high school within the five years prior to the study and used this 

information to compare to information from national studies. From questions directly 

asking students why they dropped out, one of the themes addressed was that of 

attendance problems. Students reported that they dropped out because they were unable 

to earn enough credits to graduate due to missed school. Other than absences due to 

31 



migrant work schedules, accumulated absences were reported by respondents to be due to 

day-to-day work schedules or disinterest in coursework. 

Velez (1989) compared graduates and dropouts from the sophomore cohort of the 

High School and Beyond (HSB) dataset. The HSB study followed a representafive 

cohort of 30,000 high school students for six years beginning in their sophomore year. 

He selected Chicano, Cuban, Puerto Rican, and Anglo students who had no missing data 

for a sample totaling 4,170. Students reported the number of days that they were absent 

from school excluding absences due to illness. They also gave a yes/no response to 

whether the students "cut class once in a while." Velez found that the more days of 

unexcused student absences from school, the more likely that the student would drop out 

of school. This relationship was significant for White, Chicano, and Cuban students. 

Cutting classes also resulted in a higher likelihood of dropping out for Chicano, White, 

and Puerto Rican students. No explanation could be given for the failure to relate the 

independent variables to the Puerto Rican or Cuban group in each of these findings. 

These are the type of differences between the Hispanic subgroups that might only be 

explained through further studies focusing on each subgroup. 

Reyes and Hedeker (1993) idenfified students at high risk of future failure by 

using absenteeism as a predictor of dropping out. The subjects for Reyes and Hedeker's 

study were predominantly Hispanic ninth graders selected from a school which had 

implemented a dropout prevention program in their school. The students in the school 

were from low-income families, living in an ethnic-minority or low-income Chicago 

neighborhood, and were in the transition year to high school. The dropout prevention 
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program, which was designed and implemented by the teachers at the school, was 

focused on easing the transition into high school for the population of students at high-

risk of dropping out (the previous year's dropout rate at that school had been 60%). 

Participants were chosen by grade and attendance records based on the results of a similar 

program that they were attempting to reproduce (Felner, Ginter, & Primavera, 1982). At 

the end of one year in the Felner et al. transition program, participants had better 

attendance records and grade point averages than matched counterparts. Felner et al.'s 

study followed up on their subjects using school records and found that project 

participants had a lower dropout rate compared with control students. Based on these 

findings, the Chicago school based their participation requirements on grades and 

attendance in the eighth grade. 

Following the program, Reyes and Hedeker (1993) selected a sample from the 

academically average students who had been enrolled in the program because they had 

been high-risk students, and a sample of academically average students who had not been 

enrolled in the program who had not been high risk students. They categorized the 

groups into high-absence (11 or more absences), middle-absence (6-10 absences), and 

low-absence (less than five absences) groups based on their eighth grade records. Reyes 

and Hedeker (1993) found that the students in their study with high absenteeism, had 

increased absences and failure rates throughout the following school year that exceeded 

the failure rate and increase of absences for the lower- or middle-absence students. This 

study provides evidence that absenteeism can be used for identifying students at high-risk 

of dropping out and can be especially useful when selecting participants for dropout 
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prevention programs. It also indicates that absenteeism in eighth grade can be predictive 

of dropping out. 

Absenteeism may be predictive of dropping out in grades earlier than the eighth 

grade (Reyes & Hedeker, 1993) or the ninth grade (Velez, 1989). Alexander et al. (1997) 

found that dropouts from the BSS dataset could be significantly predicted from the 

student's absences as early as the first grade. Dropout students averaged 16 days of 

absence in the first grade and graduates averaged 10 days of absence. Although it can be 

argued that a first grader's absences may be under the control of parents or familial 

circumstances, a child may learn that absenteeism is acceptable practice for school 

matters and can persist with this behavior throughout the school years. 

Academic Achievement 

Poor grades and low levels of academic achievement are commonly cited as 

predictors of dropping out. Jordan, Lara, and McPartland (1996) used the 1990 follow-up 

data from the Nafional Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88) dataset to 

compare the reasons for dropping out given by the students who had dropped out of 

school between the eighth and the tenth grades. The NELS:88 gathered a stratified, 

random sample of 25,000 eighth graders from approximately 1,100 schools. These 

students were followed-up at 2-year intervals until 1994. Students who had dropped out 

by the first follow-up in 1990 were administered a dropout survey. The survey included 

21 items stating reasons for dropping out. The students chose any of the reasons that 

applied to them with a yes/no response. Forty-four percent of the 1990 dropout sample 
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chose "1 was failing in school" for at least one of their reasons. Low academic 

performance, as measured by grades, was also found to lead to higher dropout rates for 

Chicano, Cuban, and White students' dropout behavior in a study by Velez (1989) who 

examined the factors related to dropout behavior using the HSB study. 

Valverde (1987) interviewed 104 students from a Hispanic, predominantly 

Mexican-American, low-income high school. One-half of her sample consisted of high 

school graduates and the other half consisted of high school dropouts with evenly 

distributed males and females in each group. The students who participated in the study 

were all of similar SES and parental education levels, and they all lived in similar 

environmental condifions. Valverde selected her sample from a master list of students 

who were known to be dropouts by school officials. Similarly, a list of graduates was 

generated by the school officials. One of the major differences found by comparing the 

graduate and dropout groups was grades. She found grades to be the greatest predictor of 

attrition or persistence among her sample. Of the students reporting grades averaging 

below a C, 54% were dropouts. During the interviews, Valverde requested information 

regarding the students' peer group. Those whom the graduates regarded as friends had 

higher to average grades than those whom the dropouts regarded as friends, thus dropouts 

tended to have a lower academically-performing peer groups. This alludes to the 

importance of peers in a student's academic achievement. 

In a review of early studies on variables related to dropout status, Steinberg, 

Blinde, and Chan (1984) found consistent evidence that students who drop out are likely 
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to have performed poorly on reading, vocabulary, and mathematics achievement tests, 

and received lower grades in their schoolwork than their graduating peers. 

Researchers have not determined whether poor achievement and grades comes 

prior to other factors related to dropping out of school, or whether grades are due to other 

factors. Reyes and Hedeker (1993) suggested that it is absenteeism which probably 

affects the decrease in academic achievement because in their study, the students in the 

high-absence group in the eighth grade had the greatest decline in academic achievement 

in the ninth grade. Velez (1989) suggested that academic failure may lead to "...a sense 

of inadequacy, which can result in a loss of commitment to the goal of graduating from 

high school" (p. 121). 

Hirano-Nakanishi (1986) suggested that for many Hispanic students who are 

limited in their English proficiency, poor academic achievement could be a result of 

lacking sufficient English skills and knowledge. Steinberg, Blinde, and Chan (1984) 

reviewed literature from the 1970s and 1980s in order to discover the factors that increase 

the dropout behavior of language minority youth. The term language minority youth 

referred to minority students who spoke varying degrees of any language other than 

English. Language minority youth had lower levels of academic achievement and were 

much more likely to drop out than their English dominant peers. Spanish-speaking 

minority youth were especially disadvantaged in their levels of academic success. They 

had the lowest achievement of all limited English proficiency (LEP) students. LEP may 

be one reason that Hispanic students are disproportionately found in remedial courses (as 

cited in Aviles, 1999). 
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Extracurricular Activities in the School 

It has been suggested that participafion in extracurricular activities at one's school 

is related to a feeling of connection to the school. It may be because students feel 

connected to their school that they choose to spend time with their peers there and, 

therefore, they participate in extracurricular activities. Obversely, it may be that as 

students participate in school activities they build a sense of belonging and increased 

engagement to their school (Oliver, 1995). This engagement, or connectedness to school, 

has been shown to be related to graduation status. Davalos, Chavez, and Guardiola 

(1999) explored the relafionship between graduation and participation in extracurricular 

activity using a self-report survey from a sample of Anglo and Mexican-American 

students. They surveyed 2,621 dropouts and persisters from three southwestern United 

States school districts. Dropouts and persisters from the same schools were matched on 

ethnicity, grade, and gender. The authors grouped activities into three extracurricular 

activity types: band, athletics and a combination of any other non-athletic, school-related 

acfivities. Students responded "yes" or "no" to questions about each activity. 

Participating in extracurricular activities was correlated with decreased odds of dropping 

out for the total sample regardless of ethnicity or gender. Students involved in extra

curricular activities were more likely to stay in school. Looking into the specific activity 

types, the authors found that band participation was not a significant predictor of dropout 

status, but, students participafing in athlefics had an even greater likelihood of being in 

school than were students involved in non-athletic extracurricular activities that increase 

retention. While participation in school-related extracurricular activities appears to 
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reduce the rate of dropouts, Davalos et al. reported that Mexican-American students were 

less likely to be involved in athletics or in extracurricular activities than White non-

Hispanic students. It is possible that engaging Mexican-American students in 

extracurricular activities may be one method of reducing the dropout rate for the group. 

Because it is believed that athlefic participation has the possible outcomes of 

increased student retention (Melnick, Sabo, & Vanfossen, 1992), it is unfortunate that not 

all students can be in athletics. There are a limited number of athletic positions available 

in each school and not all children are physically capable of performing in compefifive 

sports. These are barriers which can prevent any student from participating in athletics, 

but, they have other options which also reduce the likelihood of retention. Schools 

usually host a variety of clubs and organizations from which students are able to choose 

an activity of interest. As a group, however, there may be barriers that impede Hispanics' 

ability to join in athletics and other school activities. This hampers the benefits that 

Hispanic students might receive in the area of persistence. Through focus groups with 

Hispanic students who had dropped out within five years of their study, Aviles, Guerrero, 

and Howarth (1999) found that the students had not participated in extracurricular 

activities because there were psychological barriers to participation in school activities. 

Some of these barriers were related to being from a low-income family. For example, a 

low-income family may not be able to afford to purchase the equipment needed for 

participation in certain activities. Another barrier reported by their sample was a 

perception among the Hispanic students that they were not welcome to participate in 

sports and other extracurricular activities. It was not clear to the reader whether the 
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students had been verbally or physically rejected, and if so by whom. It is only 

understood that the Hispanic students did not feel accepted into membership in school 

extracurricular activities even though having done so may have deterred them from 

dropping out of school. The lack of participation in the school apparenfiy resulted in a 

feeling of psychological distance from the school. 

The extent of involvement in school-related extracurricular acfivifies appears to 

vary for Hispanic students dependent upon the demographics of the school the students 

attend. Within an ethnically homogeneous school, students will not have similar barriers 

to joining in-school activities that may be found in schools in which an ethnic group is a 

minority. Valverde's (1987) sample, as previously menfioned, was similar in SES and 

was made up of all Hispanic students in a predominanfiy Hispanic school. There should 

not have been any racial or economic barriers for participation in school activities. In 

Valverde's sample there was a difference in school-related activities among the graduates 

and the dropouts. The graduates reported that they had participated in acfivities within 

the school such as sports, band, and clubs; but the dropouts reported that their activities 

were outside of the school, community and neighborhood sponsored activities. The 

dropouts did not participate in, nor spend leisure time in, school-related activities. 

Valverde noted that this factor could have been related to the fact that, in the school these 

students attended, as is true in other schools, students with failing grades were not 

allowed to participate in some school events (Valverde, 1987). Students who eventually 

dropped out may have had grades that kept them out of these activities. 
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Delays in Education 

Students may be delayed in their education for several reasons such as retenfions, 

or expulsions. Hispanic students additionally may be delayed as a result of the lower 

educational attainment due to placement in remedial classes or special education 

programs (Aviles et al., 1999). Due to these placements, Hispanic students are often 

working below grade level and may be older than the students with whom they attend 

school (Hirano-Nakanishi, 1986). Being older than average for one's grade level has 

been found to be related to dropping out of school (Velez, 1989). Tracking a cohort of 

1,430 ninth-grade students from a New York City high school across six years starting in 

the 1978-1979 school year. Fine (1991) gathered qualitative as well as quanfitafive data 

relating to dropping out. The study was limited by the fact that the archived records had 

large amounts of missing data and that data sequencing was not available and was, thus, 

imposed retrospectively by the researchers. The quantitative data showed that while 

holding ability level constant, being held back a grade was a primary contributor to 

attrition. Being held back in the ninth grade nearly doubled a student's chances of 

dropping out before the tenth grade. The age of the children upon entering the ninth 

grade was negatively related to the probability of graduating. Of the students who 

entered the ninth grade overage, only 11.8% ultimately graduated, while 42.3% of those 

who entered ninth grade at the appropriate age level ultimately graduated (Fine, 1991). 

Previous records of that same school had shown that 85% of those who dropped out had 

been overage. 
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Retention is also a factor found by Alexander et al. (1997) to be related to 

dropping out in the BSS sample. Retention information was gathered through school 

records and retrospective self-reports. Hypothesized predictors were analyzed as single 

variables (zero-order), as subclusters of predictors within the four groupings (background 

characteristics, family context, personal resources, and school experiences), and finally as 

full clusters. The school experiences grouping was divided into two subclusters; school 

performance, which included grades and test scores; and tracking experiences, which 

included retenfion, special education, and reading group level. Alexander et al. (1997) 

found that retention was highly significant with dropping out of school, but only when 

measured as a zero-order predictor and when entered as a subcluster of tracking 

experiences. However, retention lost its significance when entered controlling for school 

performance. The authors suggested that this was caused by a collinearity problem 

within their study. 

Rumberger (1987) investigated students' primary reasons for dropping out of 

school using the data from his previous studies (Rumberger, 1983). He formed scales of 

items that were related to the school experiences. The school-related variables in his 

study included poor performance, dislike of school, percepfion of school as dangerous, 

and expulsion or suspension. Rumberger (1987) reported that school-related reasons 

were cited as reasons for dropping out of school by Hispanics less often than they were 

cited by Black or White students. Expulsions and suspensions were among the least 

reported as reasons for dropping out by Hispanic males and females. Within the male 

groups, almost 50% of the Black students and the White students reported school-related 
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reasons for dropping out. Retention and being over age appear to have a relationship to 

dropping out among Hispanic students while there is less evidence that the same 

relationship hold true for delays in education as measured by expulsion. Jordan, Lara, 

and McPartland (1996) factored 21 items dropouts had responded to as reasons given for 

dropping out from the NELS:88 dataset. Two items made up the scale SUSPEND. 

Those items were "1 was suspended too often" and "I was expelled from school." 

Response to this scale was most likely among African-American males but was rare 

among Hispanics. Velez (1989) did not measure expulsion but found that Hispanic 

students from the HSB study were likely to drop out due to having been suspended. 

Suspensions, however, may not necessarily be considered to cause a delay in education 

since students return to school much sooner than they do from expulsions. 

Differences in these findings suggest that not all delays can be considered equally. 

Students who have been delayed due to academic problems or perhaps from behavioral 

problems (such as one would expect as causes of expulsions) may not compare to the 

frustrations of students whose delays are due to language barriers or academic failure 

(retention) and result in placement in classes with students younger than themselves. The 

frustrations of failure are likely to lead to a sense of inadequacy which can result in 

disengagement from the goal of graduafion (Jordan et al., 1996; Velez, 1989). 

Educational Aspirations 

Rumberger (1983) found that educational aspirations was significanfiy related to 

dropout status. Educational aspirations was a personal variable that Rumberger (1983) 
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analyzed using the data from the National Longitudinal Study (NLS) of Youth Labor 

Market Experience. He analyzed one model using only environmental variables, such as 

family characteristics, to show the total effects of those variables. A second model 

entering both environmental and personal variables would show combined effects of all 

of the variables due to the influence of some family factors over personal factors. This 

model would assess the effects of the intervening variables after controlling for the 

effects of the family background variables. Among the sample of over 12,000 Black, 

White, and Hispanic men and women between the ages of 18 and 21 who were not 

enrolled in high school at the time of the survey, Rumberger (1983) found that higher 

educational aspirations as a student, as measured by a report of the highest grade or year 

of school that the respondent would like to complete, reduced the likelihood of dropping 

out. He also found that the higher educafional aspirafions of a close friend, as measured 

by the respondent's report of the highest grade or year of school that the respondent's best 

or closest friend would like to complete also reduced the odds of attrition for the 

respondent. Thus, it is more likely that a student with lower educational aspirations, or 

with a close friend whose educational aspirations are low, is more likely to drop out. 

Rumberger did not further describe the manner in which a friend's educational aspirations 

affect the respondent's graduate status. It is possible that the explanation that the friend's 

educational aspiration affects the dropout variable is due to the fact that students who 

have lower educational aspirations tend to have friends with similar educational 

aspirations. 
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In another study, this time using the first follow-up data of the NELS:88 dataset, 

Rumberger (1995) included a variable measuring the educational aspirations of eighth 

graders who dropped out by the tenth grade. A univariate comparison of dropouts and 

persisters showed that students who expected to graduate only from high school were 

almost seven times more likely to drop out of school by the tenth grade than students who 

had educational aspirations to complete more education. 

Educational aspirations were the topic of Kao and Tienda's (1998) comparison of 

the variations between racial and ethnic groups (Asian, Black, Hispanic, and White). 

They used the first three panels of the NELS:88 dataset; the base year and two follow-up 

years. Those panels included the data from students' eighth, tenth, and twelfth grades of 

school. They investigated a measure of educational aspirations. Items asked students to 

respond to what level of school they aspire to achieve (less than high school, high school 

graduate, some college, college graduate, graduate school). They looked at the means of 

these items by racial/ethnic groups and gender. The study found that, of the four racial or 

ethnic groups studied, Hispanics had the lowest educational aspirations in all three grade 

levels, males slightly lower than females, and Asians had the highest educational 

aspirations in all three grade levels. 

Within the Hispanic group, the percentage of students between the tenth and the 

twelfth grades who report educational aspirations of less than high school and high 

school decrease dramatically. Much of this is due to the fact that by the twelfth grade, 

those with low educational aspirations who would be dropouts, had already dropped out 

(Kao & Tienda, 1998). Additionally, as the students are closer to graduating from high 
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school, the percentage of those who aspire to graduate from college increases. As the 

students continue in their education, the likelihood of completing school becomes a 

reality and, as such, the likelihood of attaining a college degree becomes more of a 

possibility (Kao & Tienda). This suggests that between the eighth and the tenth grades 

students must be given experiences that increase their aspirations to complete an 

education beyond high school because the higher the educational aspiration, the lower the 

likelihood of dropping out (Rumberger, 1983). 

Ethnic and racial variation in stability of educational aspirations across grade 

levels were explained by family background variables and prior grade retentions. 

Students of lower SES, those who had parents with lower educafional levels, those who 

had fewer resources at home, and those who had been retained, held lower educational 

aspirafions (Kao & Tienda, 1998). 

Perception of School and Teachers 

The way that students perceive their school situation, and thus their feelings and 

satisfaction toward school, affect their attrition or persistence behavior. Reyes and Jason 

(1993) compared twenty-four tenth-grade students from an urban school of 

predominantly low-income Hispanic students who were classified as being at high risk 

for dropping out of high school and 24 students from the same school were classified as 

being at low risk of dropping out. The students were classified into high- and low-risk 

categories based on attendance rates and academic failures in the ninth grade. Students 

who qualified for the high-risk group had in excess of fifteen days of absences per 
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semester and a minimum of three course failures. Students who were selected for the 

low-risk group had less than seven days of absences per semester and no academic 

failures. The two groups of students were matched by age, and ability as measured by the 

eighth grade reading and math scores from the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (Riverside 

Publishing, 1978). Students responded to three quesfions regarding school safisfaction: 

"Do you like your high school?", "Do you think the staff at your high school treats its 

students fairly?", and "Do you feel that you are learning anything at school that will be 

useful to you in the future?" The high-risk students reported unfair treatment from 

teachers and other school authorities and were generally more critical of school than the 

low-risk students. Students who had been classified as having a low risk of dropping out 

were significantly more satisfied with school than were those classified as high-risk 

students. The high-risk students complained of teachers embarrassing them by insulting 

them and their abilities. The low-risk students, though not perceiving themselves as 

being insulted, confirmed the high-risk students' complaints about the teachers. Although 

these students were all still enrolled in school, the high-risk group simulates a potential 

dropout and the study found that the potential dropouts were more likely to have negative 

perceptions of school and teachers. 

Rumberger (1987) explored poor attitudes about school and found it to be 

associated with dropping out of school. Using the data gathered from his earlier study 

(Rumberger 1983), Rumberger (1987) listed disliking school as a school-related item 

along with poor performance, expulsion/suspension, and unsafe school environment. 

Disliking school was the item from among the four items which was responded to most 
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often within Black, Hispanic and White ethnic/racial groups. Hispanic males responded 

to disliking school as a reason for dropping out more often than they responded to any 

other item including economic variables (desire to work, financial difficulties, and home 

responsibilities) and personal variables (marriage). Disliking school was one of three 

variables responded to in equal proportion by Hispanic females; the other two were 

pregnancy and marriage. 

Jordan, Lara, and McPartland (1996) factored 21 items responded to by students 

from the NELS:88 dataset as reasons given for dropping out of school. One scale that 

was formed was the school-related reasons for dropping out. Among these, three of five 

items were responses given by the students' feelings about school. These three were: (1) 

not liking school, (2) not getting along with teachers, and (3) feelings of not belonging at 

school. They were looking for patterns of racial/ethnic and gender group differences 

between Black, Hispanic, and White students in reasons given for dropping out of school 

but found that school related factors were the most cited reason for having dropped out of 

school across all ethnic and gender group. However, because school related factors 

included failing and not keeping up with homework, it does not suggest that feelings or 

perceptions about school, alone, were responsible for the magnitude of the factor. In 

view of literature suggesting a relationship between a negative perception of school and 

attrition, it would be advantageous to explore perception as a separate, non-clustered 

variable. 

Another study (Aviles, Guerrero, & Howarth, 1999) invesfigated the effect that 

Chicano students' perceptions of teachers may have on their decisions regarding dropping 
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out. This study looked specifically at migrant students. Participants of the study reported 

that teachers' low expectations and behaviors were factors in their decision to drop out. 

They reported that teachers did not encourage them to pursue a degree, nor did teachers 

offer any help or suggestions on how to complete the large amount of make-up 

schoolwork that they had to complete due to their seasonal working situations. Davalos, 

Chavez, and Guardiola (1999) administered the Percepfion of School scale consisting of 

11 items assessing the students' perception of teachers, classes, and school. The dropouts' 

ratings of perception of school were significantly lower than the ratings given by 

persisters. The study found that dropouts were less likely to perceive that teachers liked 

Mexican-American students than were the persisters. 

Many Hispanic students attend identical school environments. Of those who do, 

many persist while others under these same circumstances drop out. While there may be 

inequality of education or treatment toward minority students within a school or district, 

it may be personal characteristics of the students that affect whether the outcome is 

positive or negative. There remains the possibility that it is the perception of this 

inequality or perception of the school situation, rather than the inequality itself, which 

may disillusion students who eventually drop out. A longitudinal view of the perception 

of the school situation might partially explain persistence or attrition of Mexican-

American students. 

48 



Employment and Economic Responsibilities 

Rumberger's (1987) investigation of dropping out which looked at the primary 

reasons for leaving school included variables he labeled economic variables. The 

variables included were desire to work, financial difficulties, and home responsibilities. 

Hispanic males (40%) reported economic reasons for dropping out of school more often 

than Black males (23%) or White males (22%). The economic variable most cited by 

Hispanic males was desire to work (16%). Twenty-four percent of Hispanic females 

cited economic reasons for dropping out when the factor's three variables are considered 

together, but it appears to be small when considering the seven to nine percent cited for 

any of the three economic variables separately (Rumberger, 1987). 

Desire for employment can have both positive or negative effects on students 

academically (Marsh, 1991). Students who work during high school to save money for 

college are making an effort at commitment toward their future and doing so appears to 

benefit the engagement to school, and to increase educational aspirations. In general, 

however. Marsh found that working during the high school years (except during the 

summers) held negative consequences on several senior year outcomes. The study did 

show that hours worked has a positive and significant relationship with dropping out of 

school. The more hours the students worked the greater the likelihood of dropping out of 

school. Marsh (1991) used the second wave of the HSB dataset to analyze the effects of 

working during the sophomore year on dropping out and early graduation while 

controlling for several outcome variables (e.g., academic ability, homework, locus of 

control, self-esteem, etc.) and background variables (e.g.. SES, gender, race). There was 
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no relationship between hours worked and early graduation. However, hours worked had 

the fourth largest effect of 28 predictors on dropout status. The three larger effects, in 

order of magnitude, were absenteeism, school grades, and getting in trouble. 

A factor analysis of the 21 reasons for dropping out used by Jordan et al. (1996) 

from the NELS:88 data, extracted a factor the authors labeled JOB. Three items loaded 

on this factor: "I had to get a job." "I found a job." "I couldn't work and go to school at 

the same time." Individually, each of these items was responded to as reasons for 

dropping out by 18% or less of the respondents. A multiple regression showed that job-

related reasons for dropping out differed between genders, with males more likely than 

females to report having dropped out of school for these reasons. There was little 

variation on this variable between race/ethnic groups. 

Although Rumberger (1987) found that Hispanics chose economic related 

variables more often than Black or White students, the research cited provides very little 

evidence that employment or economic needs are very strong predictors of attrition 

among Hispanic students. It provides no evidence that the effects that employment has 

on dropping out differ by racial or ethnic groups. One might assume that because the 

Hispanic family values collectivism, economic needs of the family and employment 

would be related to each other and it could seem that employment would be a strong 

predictor of Hispanic students' attrition. These studies, in fact, show that employment 

need not be related to economic needs, but is a factor related to an adolescent's desire to 

be employed or to have spending money. 
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Marriage and Pregnancy 

Marriage and parenthood variables were investigated in Rumberger's (1983) 

study. Major findings from the model that increased dropout rates among Black, 

Hispanic, and White dropout students were early marriage, becoming a parent for 

females, and becoming a parent for only Black males. The magnitude of the effects 

found were stronger for students from low SES families. When grouped as one factor, 

pregnancy and marriage became the most cited factor for dropping out by Hispanic 

females (Rumberger, 1987). Similarly, Jordan et al. (1966) reported the percentage of 

responses to several items related to marriage and pregnancy. These items and the 

percentage of responses are as follow: "1 wanted to have a family," 6%; "1 got married or 

planned to get married," 12%; "1 became the father/mother of a baby," 12%; and for 

females only, "1 was pregnant," 12%. These variables were not further analyzed 

individually. The authors combined all family related reasons having to do with the 

family of orientation as well as the family, or future family, of procreafion. Thus, the 

combined variable analyses reported by these authors did not represent only marriage and 

pregnancy. 

Fine (1991) stated that within the HSB Hispanic population, Hispanic females 

dropped out with greater frequency than Hispanic males. In a comparison of the attrition 

of sophomore Hispanic and White students from the base year and first follow-up of the 

HSB dataset, Velez (1989) also found that being female increased the odds of Chicano 

and Puerto Rican students dropping out of High school. It was presumed that these 
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findings may have been due to the females dropping out of school due to pregnancy or 

marriage (Fine, 1991). 

Pallas (1984) refered to the possible mechanism of dropping out due to 

parenthood as accelerated role taking. The role of parenfing conflicts with the role of 

student and increases the likelihood of the student dropping out of school. Within the 

Hispanic community, however, females who still aspire to familial commitments such as 

being a mother and housewife, may see dropping out of school to fulfill the commitment 

of motherhood as inconsequential. 

Peer Group 

Peer relations are very important in the adolescent years. Therefore, some 

researchers have devoted their time to exploring the nature of peer relationships on the 

process of school leaving. Valverde's (1987) study, that has been previously described, 

found that some major differences between the graduate and dropout groups, among the 

predominantly low-income Hispanic sample, were in the areas of friendships and 

siblings. The graduate group reported having more friends than did the dropout group. 

Some of the graduates admitted to having stayed in school because of their friends. In 

Valverde's study, the graduates did not have friends who were dropouts, however, having 

friends who drop out is not a very strong factor for dropping out (Jordan et al., 1996). 

This may be explained by Valverde's finding that students who were dropouts placed less 

importance in their friendships than did students who graduated. 
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Ellenbogen and Chamberland's (1997) study supported Valverde's (1987) finding 

that dropouts and at-risk/potential dropout students have less friends and that they have 

more dropout friends. They also found that the dropouts and at-risk/potential dropouts 

had more working friends and fewer same-sex friends. Their study took place in a 

suburban Montreal high school, with a sample of 234 14- to 16-year-old students entering 

the ninth grade. At-risk status was determined by weighting scores from the Prediction 

de I'Abandon Scolaire (PAS) questionnaire (Laviole, 1983) along with the number of 

additional criteria (failing Math, failing French, being 16 or older, and having over 30 

course absences). For example, a student considered at risk could have a PAS score of 27 

plus three additional factors up to a PAS score of 60 with no additional factors. The 

authors asked the students to report on the size of their friendship networks in school and 

outside of school, and to report the work status of their close friends. All quesfionnaires 

were given at the beginning and again at the end of the school year. Grades and 

absenteeisms were collected at the end of the year. Results showed that at-risk students 

had more dropout friends than not at-risk students at the first testing and that they had 

gained significantly more dropout friends during the second testing. Although at-risk 

students had fewer school friends, there was no significant difference in the number of 

friends outside of school. 

Having gang affiliated friendships has been found to be predictive of students at 

high risk of dropping out of high school. Reyes and Jason (1993) matched students by 

age (within six months of each other) and by ability scores on the reading and math 

sections of a basic skills test that had been administered at the end of the eighth grade. 
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Students were similar in SES and family structure; most were from low-income, single-

parent families. High-risk students were significantly more likely to have reported being 

invited to join a gang, or to have more gang-affiliated friends (Reyes & Jason, 1993). 

These studies could support the theory of school disengagement; if students do 

not have as many friends at school, or if their friends are gang affiliated rather than 

school affiliated, they may become disengaged from school or feel less need to be in the 

school. 

Ethnic Identity 

A final issue for Hispanic students is ethnic identity. Ethnic identity is a set of 

self-ideas about one's ethnic group membership including knowledge and engagement in 

ethnic role behaviors such as language, traditions, customs and values as well as a 

preference for ethnic members and behaviors (Bemal, Knight, Garza, Ocampo, & Cota, 

1993). Bemal et al. (1993) suggest that ethnic identity is an important factor in a person's 

development and can lead to knowledge regarding adaptation to educational 

environments. These authors also state that the best outcome for ethnic students is 

realized in a secure ethnic identity as well as a positive orientation toward the mainstream 

culture. This makes it important to understand how Hispanic students view their 

educational environments as well as understanding as much as possible about their ethnic 

identity. 

Some empirical studies have shown that the positive orientation toward 

mainstream culture, or what they labeled a White identity, improves persistence. Davalos 
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et al. (1999) explored the relationship of Hispanic students' ethnic idenfity in relation to 

dropout rates. Having a Hispanic ethnic idenfity was not significanfiy related to 

persistence, however, Mexican-American students with a high-White, non-Hispanic 

identity were more likely to be attending school compared to students with a low-White, 

non-Hispanic idenfity (Davalos et al., 1999). Similar findings were reported for ethnic 

identity and other factors associated with dropping out of school. For Mexican-American 

students, a Hispanic ethnic identity was not related to perception of school, whereas, 

having a high-White, non-Hispanic identity was significantly related to having a more 

positive perception of school than having low- or medium-White, non-Hispanic identities 

(Davalos et al., 1999). Ethnic identity has been explored as a factor possibly related to 

the persistence behavior of participating in extracurricular acfivifies. Mexican-American 

students who had developed a White ethnic identity were more likely to be involved in 

extracurricular activities than were Mexican-American students who did not have a 

White ethnic idenfity (Davalos et al., 1999). Perez-Miller (1989) indicated that 

participation in extracurricular acfivifies was likely to impact acculturafion. In other 

words, because a Hispanic student participates in extracurricular activities, that student 

would become more acculturated, thus, have a higher White ethnic identity; rather than 

participation in these activities leading to acculturation. 

Immigrant Status as an Infiuence on Hispanics' 
Dropout Decisions 

The information presented so far has done litfie to explain why Hispanic students 

drop out at rates far exceeding those of other ethnic groups. If similar family 

55 



characteristics can be used to predict dropping out of school for all ethnic groups, what 

produces such a high incidence of dropping out among Hispanic students and why are 

greater percentages of some Hispanic subgroups dropping out than others? One theory 

that has attempted to explain this phenomenon is Ogbu's (1994) theory of voluntary and 

involuntary minorities. 

Ogbu (1994) defined voluntary minorifies as people who have come to the United 

States willingly, usually because they feel that they will have better opportunifies here 

than they will if they stay in their homeland. Involuntary minorities are those whose 

descendants were initially incorporated into the U.S. against their will by Euro-

Americans, those who are cifizens of the U.S. through conquest of their land (Mexicans 

in the Southwest and Native Americans), through slavery (African-Americans), or 

through colonization (Puerto Ricans). Although by definition, Mexicans and African-

Americans are usually among the involuntary minorities, those who come by immigration 

and of their own free will are voluntary minorities. Those who come from countries that 

were at one time colonized by the U.S. and later gained their independence, such as 

Cubans and people from the Philippines, now come to the U.S. as voluntary immigrants 

(Ogbu, 1994). They may have characteristics of voluntary minorities when it comes to 

educational achievement. 

Voluntary minorities look at their lives in the U.S. and their educafion in 

comparison to the situation that they left behind. They see themselves as having greater 

opportunities and a better education than they would have had, or than those who remain, 

in their country of origin. They see discrimination as temporary, something that they can 

56 



change when they learn the language better or something that occurs because they did not 

receive the proper education (an American education) to function in the U.S. They also 

encourage their children to accept the authority of the schools and the learning of the 

language and acceptable behaviors that they are taught in the schools. 

Involuntary minorities, on the other hand, have only the dominant group's 

situafion to use as a frame of reference in regard to their lives and their educafion. They 

are more likely to see the inequalifies that take place between themselves and Whites. 

For example, they recognize that high school diplomas are not of equal benefit to 

themselves as they are to White people who receive them. With only the dominant 

group's education and jobs as a reference point, the minorities see themselves as being 

cheated. They see discrimination as pemianent and they do not believe that they have the 

same opportunity as the dominant group to get ahead through academic success. Thus, 

dropping out of high school may not appear to them to be as harmful to their futures as it 

may indeed be. Ogbu (1982) stated that involuntary minorities may prefer to establish 

their own rules of behavior that lead to their own meaning of success. 

This theory is relevant for use as an indirect explanation of why Mexican-

American and Puerto Rican students have higher dropout rates than other Hispanic 

subgroups. It is related to the negative rendition of the blocked-opportunities framework 

(Sue & Okazaki, 1990). According to this framework, structural and social barriers to 

educational and occupational success can lead to underachievement if a minority group 

becomes skeptical about the value of educational success as a means to upward mobility 
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(Ogbu, 1994). Thus, one's immigrant status may be an important variable which can 

affect one's motivation, perception of school, or aspirafions and may lead to dropping out. 

The differences between school characteristics may provide some insight into 

why students from one school environment drop out at rates greater that those from a 

different school environment. It is possible that Hispanic students are more likely to be 

attending schools characterized by more negative environments and are thus, more likely 

to drop out of school. However, within many such schools is often found a high 

concentration of the same ethnic or racial group. The question then remains, among 

Hispanic students who come from similar backgrounds and attend schools of similar 

environments, what variables explain why some Hispanics persist and others drop out? 

Perhaps we can learn more about Hispanic dropouts by delving into personal 

characteristics of those Hispanics who drop out compared to those who stay in school. 

The following section will look at the available literature that shows relationships 

between personal characteristics and dropout status. 

Conclusion 

It is evident from the research available that Hispanic students drop out of school 

at rates that highly exceed those of White and Asian students, and to a lesser extent 

exceed the rates of dropout among Black students. Within the Hispanic subgroups, it 

appears that Hispanics of Mexican-American ancestry are among those who have the 

highest dropout rates. This review of the literature related to dropping out of school has 

clearly shown that Hispanic subgroups differ, not only in the rates at which they drop out, 
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but in the factors that tend to lead to their dropout status. Many variables that have been 

studied extensively have been found to be predictive of the risk of dropping out for 

students of most racial and ethnic groups, in particular, family background variables such 

as SES, low family income levels, and lower parental education levels. Living with one 

parent, the lack of reading materials or educational resources in the home, and making 

school changes are also predictive of an increased probability of dropping out among all 

students. 

School characteristics also appear to impact a student's decision to dropout. Most 

of the literature regarding school characteristics has not measured differences between 

races or ethnicities. However, these studies reveal findings that conceivably cross racial 

or ethnic boundaries. Smaller schools and smaller school districts have lower dropout 

rates as do schools that house more grade levels within the same building. The theory 

behind these findings is that in these settings students are recognized as individuals rather 

than being a face among a crowd, and as individuals the students are more likely to 

connect with the people that make up the school. Thus, school climate has an indirect 

effect on dropout rates. 

Academic performance of the school also enhances the rate of students staying in 

school. Of course, the academic performance of a school reflects the academic 

achievement of the students attending the school and may thus be said to be an indirect 

relationship to dropout status. 

Personal characteristics that are relevant to dropout status are the factors for 

which research is likely to find the greatest racial and ethnic differences between 
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students. A student's decision to stay in school or drop out is highly related to his or her 

individual academic achievement. Beginning school with a limited knowledge of English 

can put Mexican-American students at a disadvantage academically. Language barriers 

can affect course grades and achievement test scores. Poor academic achievement or 

beginning school with a limited knowledge of English can lead to being held back in 

school. 

How much a student is involved in school affects dropout status, also. Students 

who attend school or classes are more likely to graduate, as are students who join 

extracurricular activities in the school. Absenteeism is likely to be related to academic 

achievement, but it can also be related to disengagement. Students who participate in 

school activities are less likely to be disengaged from school, however, causal relations 

have not been determined. For Mexican-American students, participation in 

extracurricular activities may also be related to mainstream acculturation, again causation 

has not been determined. Therefore, students who are less acculturated will be less likely 

to be involved in school activities even though it would be beneficial for them to do so. 

In general, Mexican-Americans are less likely to be partaking in school acfivifies, 

particularly in schools in which they are the minority. If students are going to graduate, 

their educational aspiration to do so plays a significant role, as does satisfaction with 

school and the perception of equal treatment from teachers. If Mexican-American 

students do not feel that their teachers encourage them, or if these students feel 

discriminated against, dropping out is more likely. 
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A focus on personal characteristics relating to dropping out can be most beneficial 

in attempts to provide support for students at risk of leaving school early. Several studies 

were cited which identified many of these variables, yet, the magnitude of each variable's 

importance for Mexican-American students is not clear. 

The current literature on the problem of dropping out among Hispanic students 

contains several limitations. One major limitation is that there are still very few studies 

concentrating on the Hispanic population alone. The majority of studies that do include 

Hispanics do so in comparison to White and Black, and some include Asian, students. 

Studies done in such a manner do not provide an accurate view of the predictors of 

dropping out that are specific to the Hispanic population. A second limitation is that 

those studies that have focused on the Hispanic population consolidate all of the Hispanic 

subgroups into one ethnic group although Hispanics of different subgroups have 

emigrated from different countries. Another limitation of the current literature is that 

most studies have focused on family background variables and relatively less has been 

done to understand the personal characteristics that may be predictive of dropping out. 

Finally, few studies have focused on Mexican-Americans separate from other race/ethnic 

groups and fewer have done so longitudinally. 

The proposed study will focus on personal variables related to the dropout status 

of Mexican-American students while controlling family and school variables by matching 

students in SES and school characteristics. Doing this will disclose differences in 

personal variables between Mexican-American dropouts and persisters. This study will 



attempt to identify a developmental pattern and process of variables that are associated 

with persistence and attrition of Mexican-American high school students. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHOD 

Research Design 

This study used the existing database of NELS:88. The study cross-sectionally 

and longitudinally compared Mexican-American high school graduates and dropouts in 

personal characteristics that are related to dropping out using a 2x2 mixed design. This 

study consisted of two independent variables as seen in Table 3.1; one within-subjects 

categorical variable of Time of Assessment of the personal characteristics (Time: 8"' and 

10' grade) and one between-subjects categorical variable of Dropout Status (Status: 

Dropouts and Graduates). The dependent variables were the personal variables academic 

performance, self-esteem, locus of control, educafional aspirafion, perception of school, 

relationship with teachers, relationship with peers, extracurricular activity participation, 

English language proficiency, and Spanish language proficiency. 

Table 3.1. Study Design. 

Dropout Status 

Dropout 

Graduate 

Time of Assessment of Personal Characteristics 

Assessment at 8th 
grade (Base Year) 
Dropout 

Assessment at 8th 
grade (Base Year) 
Graduate 

Assessment at 10th grade 
(Follow-up I) 

Dropout 

Assessment at 10th grade 
(Follow-up 1) 

Graduate 
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 

This study investigated the following questions: 

1. Do changes exist in the personal characterisfics of Mexican-American dropout 

students between the 8"' and lO"' grade that lead to their dropout decision? 

2. Are there differences in the dropout-related personal characteristics between 

Mexican-American high school dropouts and graduates? 

3. Do Mexican-American high school dropouts and graduates show different 

patterns in their development of the dropout-related personal characteristics? 

The null hypotheses for this study were: 

1. There is no significant time main effect on the dependent variables. 

2. There is no significant status mairL.effect on the dependent variables. 

3. There is no significant interaction effect between time and status on the 

dependent variaWes. 

Data and Sample 

The data and the sample for this study were selected from the NatJ0harE3ileaiion 

Longitudi4ial Study of 1988 (NELS:88) which was designed aod^unded by the National 

Center of Educafion Statistics (NCES); Office of Educational Research and 

Improvement, U.S. Department of Educafiotu The NELS:88 gathered a nafional, 

probabilHy sample of 25,000 eightb-grade students from approximately 1,100 public and 

private schools aCTOsTflTe United States. Approximately 25 students from each of the 

schools were surveyed. In addition to student quesfioimmres the parents were given 
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parent questionnaires, school questionnaires were administered to each school's principal, 

and a teacher questionnaire was administered to five teachers from each school. The 

base-year (BY) survey was given in 1988 and follow-up surveys were given every two 

years. The first follow-up (Fl) was given in 1990 when the cohort was in the tenth grade, 

the second follow-up (F2) was given in 1992 during the cohort's twelfth grade year. A 

third follow-up (F3) was given in 1994, two years after the students' high school 

graduation year. This study utilized student data from the first two waves. Parent, 

teacher, and principal data were not utilized for this study for two reasons. First, not all 

students have available data from these other sources. Second, it is the perception of the 

student regarding the educational experience, rather than the perception of others 

involved in the students' experience, that have the greatest impact on the students' 

decision to drop out of school. The second and third follow-ups did not include sufficient 

dropout sample members' data that was used in this study, thus, the two final waves could 

not be included in this study. 

The sampling frame for the current study included only the 1952 students who 

reported being Mexican/Chicano. That included 66.7% of the Hispanic sample. By race, 

this sample was about 2% Black Hispanic, about 59% White Hispanic and about 36% 

reported their race as other Hispanic, the remainder of the sample did not respond to this 

item. 

Using the dropout status variable from the second follow-up (F2D0STAT), 

subjects whose dropout status was undetermined were removed from the study. Only 
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those whose responses were "did not drop out" (n = 1114) and "Dropout/no return" 

(n = 234) were retained for the study. 

Thirty-two students from the sample were reported as having individual education 

plans (lEP) due to being handicapped by deafness, deafness and blindness, and being 

hard of hearing. All subjects from this sample that were fiagged by this variable 

(BYIEPFLG) were removed from the sample. 

Two additional variables were used for sample selection, one was the SES status 

by which the sample was matched. Students with missing data on this matching variable 

were deleted from the sample. No other variable used in the matching process resulted in 

sample delefion due to missing responses. The final variable, not used for matching but 

used in sample selection, was the language other than English most used in the home 

(BYS24). Only students whose response to this item was "Spanish" were retained in the 

sample. From the remaining sample of 935 students, 155 were dropouts. 

As indicated in the literature review, among factors related to attrition, personal 

factors had the most infiuential and direct effects on students' decision to drop out, while 

family and school factors contributed to the decision via personal factors. Because the 

focus of the study was to investigate the personal factors related to dropout, family and 

school factors were controlled as potentially confounding variables in analysis. Each of 

the 155 dropout students was matched to a non-dropout student by socioeconomic status, 

school urbanicity and school size. Due to the number of variables used for the matching 

process, there was occasionally a choice of two or more possible matches. Rather than 

doing a random selection from two to four subjects, a forth variable of gender was 
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matched for simplifying the selection. Matching was done using the base-year 

demographic variables only, however, missing gender responses were corrected using 

similar items from the follow-up data. 

The final sample includes 310 students, 155 graduates and 155 dropouts. The 

same percentages for the demographic information applies to each of the two status 

groups and to the total group, because of the matching process. Sixty-two percent of the 

sample is female and 37% is male. The mean SES was measured in relafion to the 

standard deviafion of the population mean, the sample mean was -1.09, which is slighfiy 

more than one standard deviation below the population mean. Forty-five percent of the 

sample attended urban schools, 35% attended suburban schools, and 19% attended rural 

schools; 47% of the sample attended schools that had less than 800 students and 53% 

attended schools with enrollments of 800 or more; 60% or more of the students in each 

status attended schools in which at least 50% of the students attending were minorities. 

In addition to the above descriptions of the sample, there were group sample 

differences regarding retention status and immigrant status. Looking at grades between 

kindergarten through the eighth grade within the dropout sample, 40% had repeated one 

grade, and 10% had repeated at least two grades. Of all of the students that ever repeated, 

37% repeated at least once between grades six and eight. Within the graduate sample, 

19% had repeated one grade and only one student had repeated two grades. Of these 

students who ever repeated, only 10% repeated between grades six and eight. To look at 

immigrant status this study looked at parents' birthplace (bom in U.S. or bom in another 

country). Father's birthplace, but not mother's birthplace significantly differed between 
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the dropout and graduate samples. Fifty three percent of graduates' fathers were 

immigrants, and 43% of dropouts' fathers were immigrants. 

Variables Used to Match Students' Family 
and School Background 

The purpose of matching students used in this study by family and school 

characterisfics was to control for the possible confounding of environmental variables 

while comparing personal characteristics. 

The variable BYSES (socioeconomic status) which was used for matching 

dropout students to graduates was the measure of socioeconomic status constructed at the 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) from the base year data. For most cases, 

the measure of SES was constructed from information gathered from the parent 

questionnaires. It includes the variables for father's education level, mother's education 

level, father's occupation, and mother's occupation. For cases that were missing parent 

data, the same four components were taken from the student questionnaire. In addition, a 

fifth component consisted of the students' report of resources in the home. A mean was 

calculated from these items and then standardized. 

Two variables were used for matching by school type. The first item classifies 

the urbanicity of the subjects' schools. The NELS:88 variable, G8URBAN, has schools 

classified as urban, suburban, and rural. The second variable for matching by school type 

was the NELS:88 variable BYCENTRL which was created by collapsing data reporting 

actual school enrollment into seven categories of school enrollment. The first six values 
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are grouped by enrollments of 200 students (i.e., 1-199, 200-399, etc.), the seventh value 

includes enrollments of 1200 or more students. 

Dependent Variables of the Study 

The study analyzed the two groups of students' pattems of development on ten 

personal variables; academic performance, self-esteem, locus of control, educational 

aspirations, perception of school, relationship with teachers, relationship with peers, 

extracurricular activity participation, English language proficiency, and Spanish language 

proficiency. 

The dependent variables were constmcted by combining items selected from 

NELS:88 through a procedure ufilizing five steps. The goal of the procedure was to 

produce psychometrically strong and interpretable dependent variables. For each 

dependent variable, the steps to carry out this procedure were as follows: 

1. Items that were judged based on the face validity as measures of the dependent 

variable were selected. 

2. The scoring system of the selected items were aligned to make interpretations of the 

scores consistent. Some items were reversed in order to have low values for all items 

indicate undesirable characteristics and high scores indicate desirable characteristics. 

3. The third step was to standardize item scores so that items with different response 

scales (from 2- to 5-point Likert scales) would have the same weight when they were 

combined to create the dependent variable. 
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4. The next step was to apply the appropriate statistical weight for the variables at each 

wave. This was done using a panel weight variable created for analysis with items 

from the first two waves of the NELS:88. As indicated in A Guide to Using 

NELS:88 Data (p. 28), while unweighted scores reflect the NELS:88 sample; 

weighted scores reflect the national estimate that is derived from the sample. The 

weights are used to compensate for unequal probabilities of selection as well as to 

adjust for the effects of item non-response. 

5. Finally, statistical analysis were conducted to examine the psychometric 

characteristics of the composite scores when the items were combined as the mean of 

the items. These analyses included correlations between the items, factor analysis 

examining factor-loading coefficients of the items on the variable, and tesfing for 

reliability. 

Academic Performance 

The variable academic performance measures the overall average of the students' 

academic status. A higher score represents better academic performance. This variable 

was measured by existing standardized grade composites reported at each wave of the 

NELS:88 for each of four subjects: reading, mathematics, science, and social studies. 

These items had already undergone the first four steps of the five-step procedure 

described above and required only completion of step five. The original items used for 

constructing this variable, at each wave, and the reliability alpha for the constructed 

variable is found on Table 3.2. 
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Table 3.2. Items for Variable of Academic Performance. 

Time Period Item Description (Item Code) 

Base Year Reading Standardized Score (BY2XRSTD) 

Mathemafics Standardized Score (BY2XMSTD) 

Science Standardized Score (BY2XSSTD) 

History Geography Standardized Score (BY2XHSTD) 

Follow-Up Reading Standardized Score (F12XRSTD) 

Mathemafics Standardized Score (FI2XMSTD) 

Science Standardized Score (F12XSSTD) 

History Geography Standardized Score (F12XHSTD) 

Note: Alpha for Base Year = .86 
Alpha for Follow-Up = .90 
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Locus of Control 

Locus-of-control measures how much control the respondents perceive that they 

have of their lives (Rotter, 1964). Having a low sense of control suggests that one feels 

powerless to external forces in one's life. Having a high sense of control means that one 

feels in command of the happenings in his/her life (Rotter). Therefore, in this study, a 

higher score represents a higher sense of control. The variable was measured using a 

composite variable created by NELS:88 from items measured at each of the waves. This 

variable was constructed by reversing where needed and standardizing each item 

separately. Items range from -3.01 through 1.52 from low to high control. Locus-of-

control originally consisted of the same 6 items per wave. The original items used to 

create this variable appear on Table 3.3. However, this variable was constructed by 

NCES for the NELS:88 dataset and the reliability informafion is not available for 

inclusion in this paper. 
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Table 3.3. Items for Variable Locus of Control. 

Time Period (Variable Codel Item Description 

Base Year (BYL0CUS2) 

1 don't have enough control over the direcfion my life is taking 

In my life, good luck is more important than hard work for success 

Everytime I try to get ahead, something or somebody stops me 

My plans hardly ever work out, so planning only makes me unhappy 

When I make plans, I am almost certain I can make them work 

Chance and luck are very important for what happens in my life 

Follow-Up (F1L0CUS2) 

1 don't have enough control over the direction my life is taking 

In my life, good luck is more important than hard work for success 

Everytime I try to get ahead, something or somebody stops me 

My plans hardly ever work out, so planning only makes me unhappy 

When 1 make plans, I am almost certain I can make them work 

Chance and luck are very important for what happens in my life 

Note: Alpha is not available for NELS:88 constructed variable. 
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Self-Esteem 

Self-esteem measures the quality of the knowledge one maintains about oneself 

(Lemer, 1997). A higher score represents a more posifive self-esteem. This variable was 

measured using a composite variable created by NELS:88 at each of the waves. This 

variable was constructed by reversing where needed and standardizing each item 

separately. Items range from -3.01 through 1.52 from low to high esteem. Self-esteem 

originally consisted of 7 items in each wave. The items used by NCES to create this 

variable appear on Table 3.4. As was the case with the previous NCES constructed 

variable, the reliability informafion is not available for inclusion in this paper. 

Educational Aspiration 

Educational aspiration measures the level of education which students expect to 

achieve (Kao & Tienda, 1998; Rumberger, 1983). A higher score represents an 

expectation for a higher level of educational attainment. The variable educational 

aspiration includes two items at each of the first two waves. For this variable, the same 

two items in the first two waves were not available but the items chosen were very 

similar and conceptually measured the same construct that is intended to be measured. 

Items used for constructing the variable, and the reliability alpha for the constructed 

variable is found on Table 3.5. 
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Table 3.4. Items for Variable Self-Esteem. 

Time Period (Variable Cade) item Desmptinn 

Base Year (BYCNCPT2) 

I feel good about myself 

I feel I am a person of worth, the equal of other people 

1 am able to do things as well as most other people 

On the whole, 1 am safisfied with my life 

I certainly feel useless at times 

At times 1 think 1 am no good at all 

1 feel I do not have much to be proud of 

Follow-Up (F1CNCPT2) 

I feel good about myself 

I feel I am a person of worth, the equal of other people 

1 am able to do things as well as most other people 

On the whole, I am safisfied with my life 

I certainly feel useless at fimes 

At times I think 1 am no good at all 

I feel I do not have much to be proud of 

Note: Alpha not available for NELS:88 constructed variable. 
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Table 3.5. Items for Variable Educafional Aspiration. 

Time Period Item Description (Item Code) 

Base Year How far in school do you think you will get? (BYS45) 

How sure that you will graduate from high school? (BYS46) 

Follow-Up How far in school do you think you will get? (Fl S49) 

Chances that you will graduate high school. (F1S64A) 

Note: Alpha for Base Year = .67 
Alpha for Follow-Up = .69 
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Extracurricular Acfivity Participation 

Participation in extracurricular activities was constructed by combining the 

responses from the list of extracurricular activifies provided on the response forms at 

each wave. It included activities that are school sponsored but not community acfivities 

in which the student is involved. In this way the results would touch on one dimension of 

school climate (Pittman, & Haughwout, 1987). Although the items were transformed to 

have only two responses of "Yes" and "No," the variable that was constructed from these 

dichotomous items measures magnitude of participation. A higher score represents a 

larger magnitude of participation. Items available for this variable were not consistent 

across waves as seen in Table 3.6. 

Perception of School 

Perception of school is a variable that taps the student's feelings about being at 

school, including risk, safety, school spirit, and school discipline. This variable was 

constructed to reflect information about the student's perception of school as is presented 

in the literature (Davalos, Chavez, & Guardiola, 1999). Higher scores in this variable 

refiect the perception of a posifive school environment. Six variables were available 

from each of the two waves and are shown in Table 3.7. 
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Table 3.6. Items for Variable Extracurricular Activity Participation. 

Time Period Item Descripfion (Item Cade.) 

Base Year Participated in intramural sports (BYS82C) 

Participated in cheerleading (BYS82D) 

Participated in band or orchestra (BYS82E) 

Participated in drama (BYS82N) 

Participated in student council (BYS82R) 

Participated in academic honors society (BYS820) 

Participated in student newspaper (BYS82P) 

Participated in student yearbook (BYS82Q) 

Participated in computer club (BYS82S) 

Participated in science fairs (BYS82A) 

Participated in chorus or choir (BYS82F) 

Participated in hobby clubs (BYS83C) 

Participated in history club (BYS82H) 

Participated in science club (BYS82I) 

Participated in math club (BYS82J) 

Participated in foreign language club (BYS82K) 

Participated in other subject matter club (BYS82L) 

Participated in school varsity sports (BYS82B) 

Participated in dance (BYS82G) 
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Table 3.6. Continued. 

Time Period Item Description (Item Code) 

Participated in debate or speech (BYS82M) 

Follow-Up Played other team sport (F1S41AF) 

Participated in cheerleading (F1S41AH) 

Participated in school band/orchestra (F1S41BA) 

Participated in school play or musical (F1S41BB) 

Participated in student govemment (F1S41BC) 

Participated in an academic honor society (F1S41BD) 

Participated in school yearbook /newspaper (F1S41BE) 

Participated in school service clubs (F1S41BF) 

Participated in school academic clubs (F1S41BG) 

Participated in school hobby clubs (F1S41BH) 

Participated on swim team (F1S41AE) 

Played an individual sport (F1S41AG) 

Played baseball/softball at school (F1S41AA) 

Played football at school (F1S41AC) 

Played soccer at school (F1S41AD) 

Played basketball at school (F1S41AB) 

Participated on pom-pom/drill team (F1S41AI) 

Note: Alpha for Base Year = .84 
Alpha for Follow-Up = .50 
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Table 3.7. Items for Variable Perception of School. 

Time Period Item Description (Item Code) 

Base Year 

Follow-Up 

Someone offered to sell me drugs at school (BYS57B) 

Someone threatened to hurt me at school (BYS57C) 

1 had something stolen from me at school (BYS57A) 

I don't feel safe at this school (BYS59K) 

There is real school spirit (BYS59B) 

Discipline is fair at the school (BYS59D) 

Someone offered to sell me drugs at school (F1S9B) 

Someone threatened to hurt me at school (Fl S9C) 

I had something stolen from me at school (F1S9A) 

I don't feel safe at this school (Fl S7M) 

There is real school spirit (F1S7B) 

Discipline is fair at the school (F1S7D) 

Note: Alpha for Base Year = .50 
Alpha for Follow-Up = .52 
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Relationship with Teachers 

Relationship with teachers was constructed to tap the student's feelings about the 

teachers as described in the literature (Aviles, Guerrero, & Howarth, 1999; Davalos, 

Chavez, & Guardiola, 1999; Reyes & Jason, 1993). A higher score represents a more 

posifive view of teachers. Table 3.8 shows the six items, found in each of the first two 

waves, which were used to measure this construct. 

Relationship with Peers 

Relationship with peers is a variable that refiects how the student thinks that s/he 

is judged by others. The review of the literature shows studies that look at friendship 

quantitatively by measuring the number of friends a student has (Valverde, 1987; 

Ellenbogen & Chamberland, 1997; Jordan et al., 1996). The variable for this study was 

constructed to look at friendships qualitatively and across time. A higher score represents 

a more positive relationship with peers. Five items are available in waves one and two 

and are shown on Table 3.9. 



Table 3.8. Items for Variable Relationship with Teachers. 

Time Period 

Base Year 

Follow-Up 

Item Description (hem Code) 

The teaching is good (BYS59F) 

Teachers are interested in students (BYS59G) 

When 1 work hard on schoolwork, my teachers praise my efforts 
(BYS59H) 

Most of my teachers really listen to what I have to say (BYS59J) 

In class I often feel 'put down' by my teachers (BYS59I) 

Students get along with teachers (BYS59A) 

The teaching is good (Fl S7G) 

Teachers are interested in students (FlS7H) 

When I work hard on schoolwork, my teachers praise my efforts 
(F1S7I) 

Most of my teachers really listen to what I have to say (Fl S7K) 

In class I often feel "put down' by my teachers (Fl S7J) 

Students get along with teachers (Fl S7A) 

Note: Alpha for Base Year = .78 
Alpha for Follow-Up = .72 
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Table 3.9. Items for Variable Relationship with Peers. 

Time Period Item Description (Item Code) 

Base Year Other students in class see you as popular (BYS56A) 

Other students in class see you as athletic (BYS56B) 

Other students in class see you as a good student (BYS56C) 

Other students in class see you as important (BYS56D) 

Follow-Up Other students in class see you as popular (F1S67A) 

Other students in class see you as athlefic (Fl S67B) 

Other students in class see you as a good student (Fl S67D) 

Other students in class see you as important (FIS67E) 

Note: Alpha for Base Year = .58 
Alpha for Follow-Up = .62 
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English Language Proficiency 

English language proficiency measures the student's knowledge of English. This 

variable is included based on the research on students with a limited proficiency of 

English (Hirano-Nakanishi, 1986; Steinberg, Blinde, & Chan, 1984). A higher score will 

represent a greater proficiency of the English language. Table 3.10 shows the four 

matching items that constructed this variable. 

Spanish Language Proficiency 

Spanish Language proficiency measures the students' ethnic language knowledge. 

Because the best outcome for ethnic students is a greater sense of ethnic identity (Bemal 

et al., 1993) it was an intention of this study to measure as many dimensions as possible 

for ethnic identity. The only items available in the NELS:88 dataset were items that 

measure ethnic language preference and use among family and friends which is one of 

ethnic identity. However, lack of item availability across waves, limited the study to the 

construcfion of variables related to Spanish proficiency only. Items used are found on 

Table 3.11. 

84 



Table 3.10. Items for Variable English Language Proficiency. 

Time Period Item Description (Item Code) 

Base Year How well do you understand spoken English? (BYS27A) 

How well do you write English? (BYS27D) 

How well do you read English? (BYS27C) 

How well do you speak English? (BYS27B) 

Follow-Up How well do you understand spoken English? (F1S57A) 

How well do you write English? (Fl S57D) 

How well do you read English? (F1S57C) 

How well do you speak English? (F1S57B) 

Note: Alpha for Base Year = .90 
Alpha for Follow-Up = .92 
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Table 3.11. Items for Variable Spanish Language Proficiency. 

Time Period Item Description (Item Code) 

Base Year 

Follow-Up 

How well do you read Spanish? (BYS25C) 

How well do you write Spanish? (BYS25D) 

How well do you understand Spanish when people speak it? 
(BYS25A) 

How well do you speak Spanish? (BYS25B) 

How well do you read Spanish ? (F1S55BC) 

How well do you write Spanish? (FIS55BD) 

How well do you understand Spanish when people speak it? 
(F1S55BA) 

How well do you speak Spanish? (F1S55BB) 

Note: Alpha for Base Year = .88 
Alpha for Follow-Up = .89 
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Data Analysis 

Preliminary analyses of the data were done to assure that the items idenfified on 

face validity, have been correctly chosen to measure the construct intended by the 

variables. These analysis included correlations between the items as well as a factor 

analysis examining factor-loading coefficients of the items on the variable. Each of the 

items that had been selected for the creation of the dependent variables was weighted and 

standardized after select variables were reversed so that higher scores all reflected 

positive characteristics. 

The items that formed each variable at each separate time period were analyzed 

using a principal components analysis and forcing one factor extraction. As a result of 

these analyses, reliabilities were run with and without items with loadings lower than .2 

at any of the three waves. Decisions of whether to keep or drop the items were made 

according to the reliabilities of each variable at each of the two waves. Items that had 

theoretical importance and had acceptable loadings on at least one wave, and produced 

the highest reliabilities when included, were retained for the composite variable. 

Reliabilities measured by Cronbach alpha range from .50 to .90 for each of the dependent 

variables with the mean of the alphas being .74. 

To answer the research questions and test the hypotheses, effects of the two 

independent variables. Time and Status, on each of the dependent variables were 

examined by a two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with the 2x2 mixed design (see 

Table 3.1). 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to explore differences in the relafionship of 

theoretically and empirically supported personal characteristics and the status of dropout 

or persister among Mexican-American high school students while controlling family and 

school variables. The study also explored longitudinal pattern differences in these 

personal characteristics that could lead to the decision to drop out between Mexican-

American dropouts and persisters as well as differences among dropouts between the 

base year (BY) measured when the students were in the eighth grade and the first follow-

up (Fl) measured when the students were in the tenth grade. The expectations for the 

study were to: (1) explore the development of the personal characterisfics of Mexican-

American dropouts and persisters across time, (2) discover which personal characteristics 

differed between dropouts and persisters, and (3) explore differences in the development 

of the personal characteristics of dropouts and persisters across time. A mixed-design 

ANOVA was conducted for each of the dependent variables with the time of 

measurement entered as the within-subjects factors and dropout status entered as the 

between-groups factor. The strength of association is measured by eta squared in each 

analysis. Cohen (1977) interpreted an effect size of .01 as small, .06 as medium, and .14 

as large. Although an analysis may result in statisfical significance, according to Cohen's 
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interpretations, effect sizes lower than .05 may not necessarily be construed as having 

pracfical significance. This caveat is for the utilization of the reader at his or her own 

discrefion. 

Sampling weights were used in accordance with the recommendation of NCES 

(Ingles, 1992), to adjust for the NELS:88 sampling technique which involved 

stratification, disproportionate sampling of certain strata, and clustering, which results in 

more variable statistics than would result from an equal sized simple random sample. 

Thus, a design effect-adjusted panel weight was created using the NCES created panel 

weight (Fl PNLWT), and the mean design effect for the panel. 

Educational Aspiration 

A 2x2 ANOVA for aspiration was conducted and resulted in significant main 

effects of time and status, and significant interaction effects. The interaction effects 

between time and status were significant F(l,301) = 6.91, p<.01. In the eighth grade, 

the mean of aspiration for dropouts was below the national average (M = -.20) and it was 

above the national average for graduates (M = .49). The decrease in aspirafion across 

times for graduates was slight and not significant (M = .43). For dropouts, however, the 

decrease for educational aspiration was much greater; the mean by 10"" grade falling 

further below the national average (M = --56). The strength of association as measured 

by eta squared was small accounfing for 2% of the variance between fime and status. 

The within group main effect was significant F (1, 301) = 14.71, E<.001 for subjects 

measured at BY and Fl. The strength of association, as assessed by eta squared, 
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accounted for 5% of the variance explained by time. The total for educational aspirafion 

declined from BY (M = .15) to Fl (M = -.06). The between subjects effect was also 

significant for educafional aspiration, F (I, 301) = 132.35, p<.001. The strength of 

association was strong, with status accounting for 30% of the variance between status 

groups. Graduates held higher aspirations (M = .46) than did the dropout students (M = 

.38) (see Table 4.1). 

Academic Achievement 

A 2x2 ANOVA conducted for academic achievement resulted in a significant 

main effect of status F (1, 241) = 35.22, p<.001. The strength of associafion measured by 

eta squared was .13. Time and interaction effects were not significant. The analysis 

showed that graduates had higher academic scores (M = 0.31) than the dropout students 

(M =-0.28) (see Table 4.2). 

Spanish Language Proficiency 

The 2x2 ANOVA on Spanish language proficiency yielded a significant main 

effect of time F (I, 207) = 19.32, p<.001. Strength of association was measured by eta 

squared and accounted for 8% of the variance. Status and interaction effects were not 

significant. The students' Spanish proficiency improved by the first follow-up (M = 0.26) 

from the scores at the base year (M = -0.11) (see Table 4.3). 
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Table 4.1. Means and Standard Deviations of Educational Aspiration. 

Status (N) Base Year Follow-up One Total 

Graduates (152) 

Drop Outs (151) 

Total (303) 

0.49 (0.72) 

-0.20 (0.87) 

0.15(0.87) 

0.43 (0.68) 

-0.56 (0.90) 

-0.06 (0.94) 

0.46 (0.63) 

-0.38 (0.64) 

Table 4.2. Means and Standard Deviafions of Academic Achievement. 

Status (N) Base Year Follow-up One Total 

Graduates (137) 

Drop Outs (106) 

Total (243) 

0.29(0.91) 

-0.25 (0.70) 

0.05 (0.87) 

0.32 (0.89) 

-0.32 (0.68) 

0.04(0.87) 

0.31 (0.77) 

-0.28 (0.77) 
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Table 4.3. Means and Standard Deviations of Spanish Language Proficiency. 

Status (N) Base Year Follow-up One Total 

Graduates (138) -0.03(0.91) 0.22(0.99) 0.09(0.68) 

Drop Outs (71) -0.27(0.89) 0.35(1.07) 0.04(0.68) 

Total(209) -0.11(0.91) 0.26(1.01) 
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Locus of Control 

A 2x2 ANOVA conducted for locus of control showed a significant main effect of 

time and status. The within group effect was significant for measures at BY and Fl F (1, 

254) =̂  7.69, p<.01. The strength of association as measured by eta squared was small 

accounting for 3% of the variance of locus of control explained by fime. The between 

group effect was also significant, F (1,254)= 10.16,p<.0l. The strength of association 

measured by eta squared accounted for 4% of the variance explained by status. 

Interaction effects were not significant. Graduates were less extemal in their locus of 

control (M = -.16) than the dropout students (M = -.34). Base year measures of locus of 

control show that all students were more extemal (M = -0.31) than they were at the first 

follow-up (M = -0.18) (see Table 4.4). 

Self-Esteem 

A 2x2 ANOVA conducted for self-esteem yielded a significant main effect of 

status F (1, 255) = 4.06, p<.05. The strength of association as measured by eta squared 

was .16. Time and interaction effects were not significant. The analysis showed that 

graduates exhibit higher self-esteem (M = -0.12) than the dropout students (M = -0.26). 

It is worth noting that the mean for both status groups was lower than the national 

average (see Table 4.5). 
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Table 4.4. Means and Standard Deviations of Locus of Control. 

Status (N) Base Year Follow-up One Total 

Graduates (137) -0.24(0.58) -0.08(0.65) -0.16(0.52) 

Drop Outs (119) -0.36(0.60) -0.29(0.62) -0.34(0.51) 

Total (256) -0.31(0.59) -0.18(0.64) 

Table 4.5. Means and Standard Deviations of Self-Esteem. 

Status (N) Base Year Follow-up One Total 

Graduates (138) -0.14(0.62) -0.11(0.64) -0.12(0.54) 

Drop Outs (119) -0.29(0.60) -0.24(0.67) -0.26(0.53) 

Total (257) -0.21(0.61) -0.17(0.66) 
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Relationship with Peers 

The 2x2 ANOVA conducted for relationship with peers resulted in a significant 

main effect of time. The within group effect was significant for measures at BY and Fl 

F (1, 224) = 6.70, p < .05. The strength of association as measured by eta squared was 

small accounfing for 3% of the variance accounted for by fime. The between group 

effect and the interaction effects were not significant. Relationships with peers for all 

students decreased from the base year (M = 0.17) to the first follow-up (M = 0.04) (see 

Table 4.6). 

Relationship with Teachers 

A 2x2 ANOVA conducted for relationship with teachers produced a significant 

main effect of status F (1, 221) = 8.72, p<.01. The strength of associafion as measured by 

eta squared accounted for 4% of the difference in status. Time and interaction effects 

were not significant. The analysis showed that graduates perceived that they had better 

relationships with teachers (M = 0.10) than the dropout students (M = -0.13) (see Table 

4.7). 
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Table 4.6. Means and Standard Deviations of Relationship with Peers. 

Status (N) 

Graduates (128) 

Drop Outs (65) 

Total (193) 

Base Year 

0.19(0.66) 

0.12(0.76) 

0.17(0.69) 

Follow-up One 

0.11 (0.61) 

-0.07 (0.66) 

0.04 (0.63) 

Total 

0.15(0.53) 

0.02 (0.54) 

Table 4.7. Means and Standard Deviations of Relationship with Teachers. 

Status (N) Base Year Follow-up One Total 

Graduates (144) 

Drop Outs (77) 

Total (221) 

0.11 (0.66) 

-0.06 (0.70) 

0.04 (0.68) 

0.10(0.64) 

-0.20(0.72) 

-0.01 (0.68) 

0.10(0.56) 

-0.13(0.56) 
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Other Personal Characteristics 

Table 4.8 shows the means and standard deviations for the remaining personal 

variables that were analyzed. The variables English language proficiency, participafion 

in extracurricular activities, and perception of school did not have significant main effects 

of time, status, or interaction effects. The variables Spanish language proficiency, and 

relafionship with peers did not have significant main effects of status, or significant 

effects of interacfion measured at alpha .01, or .05. The variables academic achievement, 

self-esteem, and relationship with teachers did not have a main effect of time, or 

interaction effects. Descriptively the directions of the statistics for status for each of the 

nonsignificant variables was in the expected direction. Graduates scores are consistently 

higher than dropout scores. However, how the students progress from the 8' grade to the 

lO"̂  grade is not consistent. Participation in extracurricular school activifies and 

perception of school dropped slightly for both status groups while English language 

proficiency increased slightly for both status groups. It was not expected to see that each 

variable deviated in the same direction for both groups. 

A supplemental analysis was run to check the difference between groups on the 

item, "Has respondent ever repeated a grade." In this sample, the only grades that had 

responses on individual items; "did respondent repeat nth grade," were grades 

kindergarten through eighth grade. Therefore, a composite of the items for these grades 

was used to give the number of years repeated for each student for those grade levels. 

Responses ranged from 0 = no, 1 == once, 2 = twice. Means were .23 and .64 for 
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graduates and dropouts, respectively. A test of means revealed that the two groups 

differed significanfiy on this item; F (1, 142) = 52.84, p < .001. 

Table 4.8. Means and Standard Deviations of Non-Significant Dependent Variables. 

Status (N) Base Year Follow-up One Total 

English Grad(133) 0.09(0.87) 0.11(0.84) 0.10(0.76) 

Proficiency DO (124) -0.04(0.91) -0.02(0.88) -0.03(0.78) 

Total (257) 0.02 (0.89) 0.05 (0.87) 

E-C School Grad(133) 0.08(0.56) 0.07(0.48) 0.07(0.37) 

Activities DO (63) 0.02(0.59) -0.01(0.45) 0.01(0.3) 

Total (196) 0.06 (0.57) 0.04 (0.47) 

Perception Grad(149) 0.05(0.47) 0.04(0.48) 0.04(0.39) 

of School DO (81) -0.01(0.47) -0.07(0.52) -0.04(0.38) 

Total (230) 0.03 (0.47) 0.01 (0.50) 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

This study explored the process of change between the eighth and the tenth grades 

in personal characteristics that are related to dropping out of high school for Mexican-

American students. It compared personal characteristics using a sample of high school 

dropouts and a sample of high school graduates from the NELS:88 dataset. The 

graduates were matched to the dropouts by family and school variables that are known to 

be highly related to the dropout status. The family variable by which the students were 

matched is socioeconomic status. Studies have consistently shown that coming from a 

low-income family is a factor that is significanfiy related to dropping out of school (Fine, 

1991; Jordan, Lara, & McPartland, 1996). The school related variables by which the two 

groups of students were matched were urbanicity and school enrollment size. Literature 

on high school dropouts that has looked at school characteristics has shown that dropouts 

are more likely to attend urban schools (Portes & MacLeod, 1996; Rumberger, 1987), 

and schools with large enrollments (Alspaugh, 1997; Gardner, Riblatt, & Beatty, 1999). 

Holding these variables constant reduces the confounding effects of family and school 

(i.e., environment) allowing a better look at intrapersonal perspectives of dropouts and 

graduates. 

The personal characteristics which were chosen for this study have empirical and 

theorefical implications for students dropping out of high school (Fine, 1991; Rumberger, 

1983) some which have been found to be related to dropping out of high school in 
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Hispanic samples (Reyes, & Hedeker, 1993; Valverde, 1987). The personal 

characteristics that were examined in this study are academic achievement, self-esteem, 

locus of control, participation in extracurricular school activities, perception of school, 

relationship with teachers, relationship with peers, educational aspirafion, English 

language proficiency, and Spanish language proficiency. 

Previous studies have stated that ethnicity is a highly significant factor which is 

related to dropping out. Statements such as these put entire ethnic groups into at-risk 

categories. However, research also found that after controlling for other factors, ethnicity 

had little if any effect on the likelihood of dropping out of high school (White & 

Kaufman, 1997). By exploring the variables within each ethnic group we can find out 

how to take the entire minority group out of the at-risk category, and find out which 

individual minority students are at risk of dropping out. The findings from this study will 

increase the knowledge base that is currently available in the area of Hispanic high school 

dropouts, both by its longitudinal nature, and by using only a specific cultural group. 

This study resulted in several predictors of high school attrition among Mexican-

American students. 

The age group of the students in this study is extremely helpful for taking 

preventative measures at the appropriate level of education because 80% of Hispanic 

students drop out between the 8"' and the 11"' grade, with 50% dropping out in the 10' 

and 11"" grades (Hirano-Nakanishi, 1986). Hirano-Nakanishi ascertained that differences 

between Hispanic dropouts and graduates were hard to detect before the eighth grade. 

The findings of this study will be beneficial to educators who can now focus on grade 
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appropriate dropout prevention for Mexican-American students that are at risk, rather 

than addressing all Mexican-American students as equally at risk from birth. 

The results of the study direct attenfion to the role of the personal attributes within 

the school setting. According to Tinto (1975), attrition is a process of changing 

commitments and experiences within the school institution that lead to the choice to 

continue or withdraw. Tinto's model attempted to ask how the institution may be 

partially responsible for the student's decision to drop out (Tinto, 1982). The assumpfion 

of the model is that students enter an institution with personal attributes that infiuence 

expectations and commitments. The commitments which Tinto described are goal 

commitments and insfitufion commitments. Because Tinto's (1975) model was 

formulated to account for differences in persistence and attrition of college students, 

these commitments will differ for high school students. High school students' goal 

commitments may not necessarily extend as far into the future as occupafional goals. 

Adolescents' goals fiuctuate between high school and college careers. Institution goals 

also differ for high school students in that they do not need to consider whether their 

school is fulfilling their future occupational needs. Institution goals for adolescents 

would, however, include academic and social integrafion within the institution. Recall 

that Bronfenbrenner (1986) explained that development does not occur in isolafion; 

institutional goals change in relation to academic goals and individual attributes. For 

example, a change in academic goals (low grades) can infiuence the commitment to 

institutional goals (relationship with teachers). Institutional goals (relationship with 

teachers) can also influence academic goals (low grades). Grades, self-esteem, locus of 
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control and relationships with teachers all interact to produce changes in the students' 

commitment. The sequence of these changes in commitment, however, cannot be 

construed from this study. 

Differences between Graduates and Dropouts 

This study found that dropouts scored significantly lower than graduates in 

academic performance. Studies have consistently found that low academically 

performing students are more likely to drop out of high school (Steinberg, Blinde, & 

Chan, 1982; Valverde, 1987) even when controlling for background variables (Fetler, 

1989). This study confirms that poor academic achievement as early as the 8"' grade is a 

factor that is highly likely to suggest that a Mexican-American student is at-risk for 

dropping out of high school, as has been shown for students of other races and ethnicities 

(Rumberger, 1983). 

Another finding in this study was that a more extemal locus of control increases 

the likelihood of dropping out. Studies have not been consistent on this finding. Some 

studies (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; Fine, 1986) found that dropouts have 

more internal control orientation. The authors explained that the dropouts felt in control 

of their fate and that the action of dropping out is an expression of the students' control. 

Others (Rumberger, 1983) have found that dropouts are more likely to have an extemal 

sense of control. This study supports the second set of findings. The present findings, 

however, may be specific to minorities who feel discrimination or oppression in their 

lives. Discrimination and oppression are likely to produce feelings of lack of control. 



For example, many minority students recognize that institufional racism limits their 

opportunities in relation to the opportunities of White students (Calabrese & Poe, 1990), 

a situation that many feel is outside of one's control. Those with a greater sense of 

internal control might make the decision that they must get a better education to beat the 

institutional racism. These students may not consider dropping out of school to be a 

method of taking control of their lives. On the other hand, students with more extemal 

locus of control may choose to drop out of school because they do not think that there is a 

way that they can control the negative forces. These negative forces may be getting 

behind academically, poor relations with teachers, low self-esteem, or combinations of 

these and others. This study established that locus of control remains a personal 

characteristic that should be considered when attempting to identify Mexican-American 

students at risk of dropping out of high school. 

Although Mexican-American graduates' self-esteem at eighth grade was below 

the national average, the present study shows that Mexican-American students who drop 

out of high school have lower self-esteem than those who graduate. This is consistent 

with the findings of other studies regarding self-esteem as a predictor of dropout status. 

Several studies have combined the use of self-esteem and locus of control as personality 

variables predicfive of various adolescent issues (Mullis & Mullis, 1997; Wood, Hillman, 

& Sawilowsky, 1996). These studies suggested a posifive correlafion between greater 

self-esteem and intemality of control. The dropouts in this study have lower self-esteem 

and more extemal locus of control than graduates. The correlations are moderately high 

between these variables. The correlafion coefficient for the base year is .47, and for the 
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first follow-up is .51. At each wave, higher self-esteem is significanfiy correlated to a 

more internal locus of control at £< .01. This study has shown that self-esteem differs 

between Mexican-American dropouts and persisters and can be used to identify at-risk 

students. 

Relationships with teachers were perceived to be better by graduates than they 

were by dropouts. This finding is sound because other dropout research has reported that 

students who felt respected by their teachers reported that they made better grades and 

that they intended to stay in school (Tan, 1999). Aviles, Guerrero, and Howarth (1999) 

stated that lower expectations from teachers and other school staff resulted in lower 

graduation outcomes for Hispanic students. Additionally, in other related research, 

Pulido (1991) discovered that lower dropout rates were found in schools with a caring 

staff. Thus, students who perceive teachers to be less caring are more likely to drop out. 

Differences of Time 

Relationship with peers resulted in within group differences but did not result in 

between group differences. Both status groups had decreased scores from the base year 

to the first follow-up. Some studies (Ellenbogen & Chamberland, 1997; Valverde, 1987) 

have measured the difference in number of friends and found that dropouts had fewer 

friends than graduates. The present study, however, measured the students' perception of 

how they are thought of by their peers. Graduates' means were slightly higher than 

dropouts at both waves, and both groups felt they were not thought of as positively by 

peers in the lO"' grade as they had been in the 8'" grade. However, there was no 
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statisfically significant difference in the two groups' perception of peer relationships. 

This suggests that the dropouts felt no more disapproval from their peers than did 

graduates. 

In this study, a second effect transpires from the process of matching the two 

status groups by school type, the minority composition of the schools did not vary by 

status group. More than 60% of the students in each status group attended schools in 

which at least 50% of the students were minority students. Tan (1999) found that 

Mexican-American students who perceived their school environments were multicultural 

(i.e., cultural diversity was valued), did better in school. A possible explanation for no 

difference in status in peer relafions is that the two groups of students in this study 

attended similarly mulficultural schools, thus both groups may have felt similar 

acceptance among their peers. 

This study found no significant difference between the Spanish language or 

English language proficiency of students who would eventually graduate and students 

who would drop out of high school. This study shows that the proficiency of Spanish for 

both groups significantly increased from the 8"̂  grade to the 10"̂  grade. Both groups of 

students also demonstrated a small non-significant increase in English proficiency during 

the same time period. This suggests that, in regard to the outcome of dropping out of 

high school, it is not detrimental for Mexican-American students to increase the 

proficiency of their ethnic language. Educators continue to debate the effectiveness of 

English only or bilingual education issues (Rodriquez, 1996). Amidst the debate are 

those people who fear that the retention of one's native language is detrimental to 
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students. Rodriquez (1996) reported that bilingualism is sometimes treated as a liability 

rather than a resource. The present study can at least offer the evidence that Spanish 

proficiency is not detrimental in the area of dropout. Researchers have stated that as 

long as English language proficiency is not affected, use of a non-English language holds 

no harm for Hispanic youths' achievement (Hirano-Nakanishi, 1986). In fact, different 

bodies of research have suggested a positive correlation between native language 

proficiency and achievement. Buriel (1984) stated that being fiuent in Spanish was 

positively associated with better grades in English and math. Perez-Miller (1989) found a 

review of research that suggests that success is more likely for Hispanic students who do 

not abandon their culture, and language is a very large part of a person's culture. The 

present findings show only a slight but non-significant, advantage in the dropouts' 

Spanish proficiency and significant increases for both status groups. 

Interaction between Time and Status 

Previous studies have shown that students who have low educational aspiration 

are more likely to become dropouts (Rumberger, 1983). In this study, aspiration 

significantly decreased from the 8"̂  grade to the lO"' grade in both of the status groups. 

The decrease in aspiration is much smaller for the students who eventually graduate from 

high school than the decrease in aspiration for the dropout population. Items used to 

compose the variable for educational aspiration included response choices beyond high 

school. The decline in aspiration in the graduate group may include students who in the 

8"' grade had hopes of confinuing their education beyond high school. These students, by 
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the 10" grade, may have realized that they might not be able to continue their educafion 

academically or financially beyond high school, or by the lO"" grade may have started to 

consider options other than college after graduation from high school. From the 8"' grade 

to the 10" grade, the responses of these graduates to the items Will Finish College, or 

Will Go To Graduate School decreased by 14% of the students, and Will Attend Trade or 

Vocafional School, and Will Attend (not finish) College increased by 17% of the 

students. This suggests that these students may be losing commitment to institutional 

goals of college prior to graduating from high school and may be in danger of college 

attrition. 

Having been a dropout does not suggest that a student necessarily aspired to drop 

out by the eighth grade. Some of these students had expectations of graduating from high 

school when they were in the 8' grade, but it seems that at some point during the 

transition to high school there is a reduction of aspiration among the students who 

dropout. Only 7% of the dropout students in this sample responded that they expected to 

dropout when they were in the 8"̂  grade. Forty-two percent of these dropout students 

were very sure that they would finish high school when they were in the 8" grade, and 

48% thought that they probably would finish high school, ft is apparent that it would be 

quite beneficial to measure the educational aspiration of S"' grade students and that a 

decrease in educational aspirations by 10"" grade Mexican-American students should be 

taken seriously as a risk for dropping out of high school. 
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Non-Significant Results 

The non-significant outcomes from this study will be discussed next. These are as 

interesting as the significant findings because the outcomes were not all consonant with 

expectations. This could be because some of these characteristics have not been used in 

studies of Mexican-American students and some have not been explored longitudinally. 

However, there was no empirical reason to expect that the outcome of these personal 

characteristics should stray dramatically from the outcomes of these same variables in 

studies of Anglo, Black, or commonly grouped Hispanic students. 

The non-significant finding for participation in extracurricular activities was not 

expected. Oliver (1995) suggested that participation in extracurricular acfivities increases 

students' interest in school and allows them a greater sense of identity and greater self-

safisfaction. Velez (1989) suggested that students who feel detached from the school 

may be more likely to leave. For this reason it was expected that this factor might be 

used as a predictor for attrition with a Mexican-American sample as it has been in Anglo 

samples (Davalos, Chavez, & Guardiola, 1999) and Hispanic samples (Davalos, Chavez, 

& Guardiola, 1999; Valverde, 1987). Valverde's (1987) study and Davalos et al. (1999) 

found differences between Hispanic dropouts and graduates. Davalos et al. did not match 

their status groups by family SES and school type. It is possible that extracurricular 

participation benefits differ by school type. The similar ethnic density of the students in 

this sample due to matching school types suggests that the benefit of participation in 

extracurricular activities for Mexican-American students may be related to attending 

schools where minority students are fewer in numbers than majority students. Ocampo, 
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Garza, Dabul, and Ruiz (1991) stated that "In schools that are largely Mexican-American, 

ethnicity may not be a salient characteristic that Mexican-American children use to guide 

their interactions because they are not singled out as different" (p. 235). Consequenfiy, 

participation in school activifies may be less important in ethnically dense schools. This 

may be a reason why participation between Mexican-American dropouts and graduates 

with similar environmental circumstances is not a predictor of attrition. 

The non-significant finding for perception of school may also be a supplemental 

effect from the matching process which contributed to the schools in the sample being 

similar in student ethnic composition. The way this study measures teacher relationship 

and school perception separately makes it difficult to compare to other research in which 

the variables are combined. Davalos et al. (1999) used a variable that included teacher 

relationships with perception of school, and found a significant difference between 

dropouts and graduates. By looking at these variables separately, it appears that the 

relationship with teachers is a more important factor in student retention than are other 

perceived relationships within the school. 

A non-significant result for English language proficiency deserves attention 

because the literature is not unclouded. Some studies have reported the tendency to 

credit academic achievement (Rumberger & Larson, 1998), as well as graduate status to 

better English language proficiency (Steinberg, Blinde, & Chan, 1984). In Valverde's 

(1987) study, the finding that the larger percentage of limited English proficient (LEP) 

students were graduates and not dropouts was unexpected. Her finding supported the 

theory that the immigrants, who were the LEP students, were more invested in their 
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education because when compared to their point of reference, they perceived that they 

were receiving a better education. The present study found non-significant between-

group differences with slightly better proficiency among graduates, and only slight non

significant within-group increases for both status groups. It cannot be denied that it is 

much easier to learn subject matter that is presented in English when one has a better 

grasp of the language. The non-significant finding in this study reinforces the proposal 

that, given no significant difference in English language proficiency, students who are 

more invested in their education work harder than those who are not. 

Transition to High School 

The current study measures developmental changes that transpire during the 

transition to high school. The transitional period between intermediate school to high 

school is a time in which students experience adjustment difficulties. Characteristic of 

these adjustment difficulfies is a decline in student achievement (Alspaugh, 1998; 

Roderick, 1994) and a decline in perceived social support (Reyes, Gillock, Kobus, & 

Sanchez, 2000). Researchers have found a decline in self-esteem and self-perception 

related to the transitional period between elementary and intermediate school and have 

hypothesized that there may be similar adjustment difficulties related with other school-

to-school transifions (Seidman, Allen, Aber, Mitchell, & Feinman, 1994). Concurrent 

with the transition between schools, adolescent minority students are confronting a 

crifical period in their identity development (Erikson, 1968) as well as in their ethnic 

idenfity development (French, Seidman, Allen, & Aber, 2000). 



The students in this sample fared well in several personal characteristics after the 

transition to high school. Self-esteem increased, albeit only slightly, and control became 

less external. Academically, the graduates showed some improvement. This finding is in 

accord with Alspaugh (2000), who found that by the second year after the transition, 

declines in achievement tend to recover. Conceming some of the other personal 

characteristics, this study found this transitional period to have detrimental effects on 

Mexican-American students. 

The data collected for educational aspiration is disturbing. It is distressing to see 

that 90%) of the high school dropouts had expected to graduate from high school when 

they were in the eighth grade. It is also disconcerting to see that so many of those who 

graduate reduced their goals of graduating from college or going to graduate school. It 

appears that the transition to high school has a drastic effect on Mexican-American 

students' aspirations for continuing their education. 

In general, it appears that Mexican-American students encounter most detrimental 

effects in their perception of school relationships and school environment after the 

transition to high school; this is especially true for the dropouts. At a time when peer 

relationships become increasingly important (Bemdt, 1979), the students in this sample 

perceive that the quality of their peer relations declines as does the relationship with their 

teachers. 

Educators have attempted to ease the transition to high school by implementing 

programs to aide in academic improvement (Campbell, 2001), to help to make students 

feel more welcome in the new school (Lindsay, 1998), or developing teams to better track 



transitional students' progress (Hertzog, & Morgan, 1998). Programs such as these could 

include ethnic understanding and sensitivity training for teachers that would improve the 

relationships of teachers and students. Studies since the 1970s have consistently found 

that teachers act more favorably to Anglo students than they do to minority students 

(Casteel, 1998; Sleeter & Grant, 1999). Subsequently, school districts have implemented 

programs that train teachers in multicultural sensitivity. Unfortunately, the number of 

teacher preparation days that are allotted to cultural instruction by many school districts 

has not corrected the dilemma. Casteel (1998) found that teachers in the late 1990s 

continued to provide Anglo students with more praise and feedback, and provided Anglo 

students more clues to correct a wrong answer. This evidence suggests that greater effort 

and more time should be given to cultural education and sensitivity training for teachers, 

other faculty, and staff in schools. Teachers need to leam what actions exacerbate the 

deleterious outcomes of their ethnic students and how to help these students through their 

own ethnic related dilemmas. Teachers also need to leam how to modify their teaching 

styles to fit the cultural nuances of their students (Sleeter & Grant, 1999). Also 

recommended would be to increase the amount of racial/ethnic education that teachers 

receive in their college careers. It is going to take a greater knowledge and understanding 

by school personnel, of the issues related to being a minority adolescent, before changes 

can be made to ease the transition to high school and reduce the number of minority 

students that drop out of high school. 
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Issues Pertaining to the Mexican-American 
Student Population 

To a Mexican-American attending school in the United States, ethnicity can play 

a salient role. As children develop into adolescents, increased experiences can lead to 

one's search for an ethnic identity. For example, the transition into high school may be 

accompanied by an increase in racial/ethnic consciousness (French, Seidman, Allen, & 

Aber, 2000; Tatum, 1993) which, in tum, leads to exploration of the ethnic idenfity. In 

most cases several neighborhood elementary schools feed into one intermediate school, 

and a few intermediate schools feed into one high school. The racial composifion of each 

level of school attended can, thus, be quite different from that of the previous schools 

attended. Each higher level of school is typically less ethnically and racially 

homogeneous. High school being the largest of the schools leads to changes in 

relationships with peers and teachers, and a greater awareness of one's race or ethnicity 

(French, Seidman, Allen, & Aber, 2000). 

A greater ethnic awareness might partially explain why educational aspiration 

decreases for Mexican-American students during the transition to high school. As 

individuals attain a greater understanding of the uniqueness of their ethnicity, they will 

undoubtedly become aware of the disparity of opportunities to minorities which could be 

perceived as resulting in blocked opportunities (Sue & Okazaki, 1990). For example, the 

perception that one's education may be inferior to the education of the dominant group, or 

the perception that one's education may not lead to equal opportunities, could be 

detrimental to one's educational aspiration. 
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This study supports Ogbu's theory of voluntary versus involuntary minorities if 

immigrant status is considered. Recall that Ogbu (1994) described recent immigrants 

from Mexico as voluntary immigrants whose frame of reference is those who remain in 

the situation that they have left behind in their country of origin. Father's birthplace, but 

not mother's birthplace significanfiy differed between the dropout and graduate samples. 

Fifty three percent of graduates' fathers were immigrants, and 43% of dropouts' fathers 

were immigrants. Immigrant fathers, according to Ogbu, see discrimination as temporary 

and encourage their children to receive the education that is expected to improve their 

lives and allow them to compete for resources with all cifizens of the United States. 

A second pertinent issue revealed in this study is that of self-esteem. Hispanic 

students, including Mexican-American students, generally tend to score lower than 

Whites in measures of self-esteem. The norm for these measures is based on research 

using Anglo samples. This raises the question of whether measures of self-esteem are 

reliable for the Hispanic population or other racial or ethnic groups. There may be 

cultural factors which are not taken into consideration when measuring self-esteem with 

populations that regularly score lower than Anglos. However, researchers have not yet 

attempted to assess this issue and ultimately researchers use those measures that are 

available. 

During adolescence, students may be at varied levels of personal identity 

exploration (Marcia, 1966). Although all people have a race and ethnicity, the 

exploration of racial or ethnic identity is much more common among minorities than 

among members of the dominant group (Tatum, 1997). Self-esteem has been shown to 
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be correlated to ethnic identity. People with a stronger sense of ethnic identity also have 

greater self-esteem (Phinney & Chavira, 1993). In adolescence, idenfity exploration is 

more intense and minority students get better support from students of their own ethnic or 

racial group regarding ethnic identity exploration (Tatum, 1997). The self-esteem 

measures in this studied showed a slight increase in both status groups. The expectation 

based on prior studies was that the dropouts' self-esteem would decrease. It is 

conceivable that minority students who are in more ethnically homogeneous school 

settings, such as the Mexican-American students in this study, develop a stronger sense 

of ethnic identity than minority students attending more Anglo dominated schools. In 

schools where minority students may not have enough contact with other members of 

their own group, schools could aid in the formation of cultural support groups in which 

students discuss racial and ethnic issues. This type of support group could bring together 

minority students who have similar experiences in exploring ethnic identity, and Anglo 

students who want to explore their own ethnic identity or leam about the issues that other 

students encounter. 

Locus of control is another issue pertinent to Mexican-Americans. It has been 

hypothesized that being from a collectivist culture might be related to an extemal locus of 

control (Lee & Dengerink, 1992). This hypothesis suggests that because it is the group 

rather than the individual which is the focus of attention, an extemal locus of control is 

only a feature of the collecfive (group oriented) value and need not be considered a 

negative characteristic. 

115 



For a Mexican-American or other minority adolescent, there may also be a 

relationship between an external sense of control and living with oppression and 

discrimination. Most individuals would find oppression and discrimination to be outside 

of one's control. Cultural support groups, as previously described, could give students 

the opportunity to verbalize their feelings and learn strategies for dealing with acts of 

discrimination from the other students who have similar experiences. Anglo students 

who join the group would leam that situafions that they might view as inconsequenfial, 

may be momentous in the lives of minorities. However, such support groups as these 

would be best if integrated into the school curriculum in order for a greater number of 

students to participate. 

A final issue of importance is participation in extracurricular acfivifies. 

Participation in school related extracurricular activities has been found to be related to 

dropout for Mexican-Americans (Davalos, Guardiola, & Chavez, 1999). Given similar 

socioeconomic status, the students in the current sample were not found to differ in status 

due to extracurricular activity. Neither did the students in this sample begin below the 

norm in participation. To account for these different findings, recall that Aviles, 

Guerrero and Howarth (1999) spoke of barriers to participafion. One of these barriers 

was the perception of Hispanic students that they were not welcome to participate 

because they were not members of the dominant group. Perhaps the studies that have 

found that Mexican-American students generally tend to participate less, have been in 

schools in which the Mexican-American students are the minority. This leads to an 

interesfing quesfion regarding predictors of dropouts verses graduates, ft is possible that 
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personal variables related to dropping out among Mexican-American or other minority 

students, is related to the ethnic composition of the schools in which they are enrolled. 

Between group differences might be found for certain personal characteristics in schools 

in which minority students are greater in number, while no between group differences 

might be found for the same variable in schools in which minority students are fewer in 

number. 

Conclusion 

This study found several personal characteristics of Mexican-American students 

that are predictive of attrition from high school during the transition from the 8"" grade to 

the 10 grade. From this informafion, educators can develop a profile of Mexican-

Americans at risk of attrition. 

According to these findings, Mexican-American students are more likely to drop 

out of high school if they exhibit lower academic performance, lower educational 

aspirations, lower self-esteem, more extemal locus of control, and if they perceive more 

negative relationships with their teachers than Mexican-American students who measure 

higher on these characteristics. 

This study demonstrates that a limited proficiency of English or improvement of 

Spanish proficiency between the 8"' and 10"' grades (which would most likely occur 

because of continued use of the language) should not be primary suspects for the risk of 

dropping out of high school among Mexican-Americans. English language proficiency 

and Spanish language proficiency were not predicfive of dropping out of high school. 
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These findings suggest that educators need not fear that Mexican-American students who 

retain the use of their mother tongue are destined to failure, thus, need not fear a good 

bilingual program. 

Percepfion of school and participation in extracurricular activifies, also, were not 

predictive of dropping out of high school for Mexican-Americans. The results of the 

present study show that participation in extracurricular activities is not as auspicious in 

the area of school attrition for this population as it has been shown to be for other 

populations (Aviles, Guerrero, & Howarth, 1999; Davalos, Chavez, & Guardiola, 1999; 

Valverde, 1987). 

This study also defines the personal characteristics that change between the 8 ' 

and the 10"' grade for Mexican-American students. Graduates and dropouts improved in 

their Spanish proficiency and both groups perceived that their relationships with peers in 

the 8"̂  grade were better than their relationships in the lO" grade. 

Limitations of the Study 

The limitations of the study as well as the benefits of the study are both related to 

using the data from NELS:88. Although the data is becoming dated, and the study was 

limited by the availability of data across waves, using NELS:88 allowed for a large, 

longitudinal sample that would not have been available in a study with leaner resources. 

The benefits of using NELS:88 outweigh the limitafions of using this sample. 



Future Directions 

Further research must be done that will define dropout characteristics of students 

of each race and/or ethnic group individually as well as by ethnic composition of the 

schools they attend. These studies could explore the relationship between racial/ethnic 

identity and acculturation to persistence and attrition. 

Future research conceming the transition to high school must approach the 

decline in educational aspiration that was found in this study, as an extreme problem for 

Mexican-American students. 
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GRAPHS OF MEANS FOR SIGNIFICANT VARIABLES 
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Figure 1. Means of Variable Academic Achievement by Time and Status. 
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Figure 2. Means of Variable Locus of Control by Time and Status. 
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Self-Esteem 
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Figure 3. Means of Variable Self-Esteem by Time and Status. 
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Figure 4. Means of Variable Educational Aspiration by Time and Status. 
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Figure 5. Means of Variable Relationship with Teachers by Time and Status. 
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Figure 6. Means for Significant Within Group Variables for Dropouts. 
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Figure 7. Means for Significant Within Group Variables for Graduates. 
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