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In today’s data-happy era of accountabil-
ity, testing and No Child Left Behind, here is

the most astonishing statistic in the whole |
field of education: an increasing number of |

researchers are saying that nearly 1 out of 3
public high school students won't graduate,

not just in Shelbyville but around the nation. |

For Latinos and African Americans, the rate
approaches an alarming 50%. Virtually no
community, small or large, rural or urban,
has escaped the problem.

There is a small but hardy band of re- |

searchers who insist the dropout rates don't
quite approach those levels. They point to
their pet surveys that suggest a rate of only
15% to 20%. The dispute is difficult to ref-
eree, particularly in the wake of decades of
lax accounting by states and schools. But
the majority of analysts and lawmakers
have come to this consensus: the numbers

have remained unchecked at approximate- |

ly 30% through two decades of intense ed-
ucational reform, and the magnitude of the
problem has been consistently, and often
willfully, ignored.

That's starting to change. During his
most recent State of the Union address,

President George W. Bush promised more |

resources to help children stay in school,
and Democrats promptly attacked him for
lacking a specific plan. The Bill & Melinda

Gates Foundation has trained its moneyed |

eye on the problem, funding “The Silent
Epidemic,” a study issued in March that
has gained widespread attention both in

Washington and in statehouses around |

the country.

The attention comes against a backdrop |

of rising peril for dropouts. If their grand- |

parents’ generation could find a blue-collar
niche and prosper, the latest group is im-
mediately relegated to the most punishing
sector of the economy, where whatever
low-wage jobs haven't yet moved overseas
are increasingly filled by even lower-wage
immigrants. Dropping out of high school to-
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day is to your societal health what smoking is
to your physical health, an indicator of a host
of poor outcomes to follow, from low lifetime
earnings to high incarceration rates to a high
likelihood that your children will drop out of
high school and start the cycle anew.
Identifying the problem is just the first
step. The next moves are being made by
towns like Shelbyville, where a loose coali-
tion of community leaders and school ad-
ministrators have, for the first time, placed
dropout prevention at the top of the agen-
da. Now they are gamely trying to identify
why kids are leaving and looking for ways
to reverse the tide. At the request of a for-
mer principal, a local factory promised to
stop tempting dropouts with jobs. Superin-
tendent David Adams is scouting vacant

storefronts for a place to put a new alterna-
tive high school. And Shelbyville’s Repub-
lican state representative, Luke Messer,
sponsored a bill, signed into law by the
Governor two weeks ago, that will give
students alternatives to traditional high
school while imposing tough penalties on
those who try to leave early without get-
ting permission from the school district or
a judge.

Shelbyville, a town of almost 18,000 lo-
cated on the outer fringe of the “doughnut”
counties that ring Indianapolis, seems an
unlikely battleground in the war on
dropouts. Despite a few oddities—it’s home
to both the oldest living Hoosier and the
world’s tallest woman—it is an otherwise
pleasantly unremarkable town. The capital
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is just a short drive away, but miles of rust-
colored farmland, mainly cornfields wait-
ing for seed, give the area a rural tinge. Most
people live in single-family houses with
vards and fences. Not many of them are
very well off, but there’s little acute poverty,
as a gaggle of automotive and other facto-
ries has given the town a steady supply of
well-paying jobs. Violent crime is rare, and
the town is pervaded by a throwback de-
cency. People wave at one another from
their cars on Budd Street. They chitchat in
the aisles of Mickey’s T-Mart grocery store.

For years, Shelbyville had been com-
forted by its self-reported—and wildly in-
accurate—graduatlon rate of up to 98%.

The school district arrived at that number
by using a commonly accepted statistical
feint, counting any dropout who promises
to take the GED test later on as a graduat-
ing student.

The GED trick is only one of many de-
ployed by state and local governments
around the country to disguise the real
dropout rates. Houston, for example, had
its notorious “leaver codes™dozens of ex-
cuses, such as pregnancy and military serv-
ice, that were often applied to students
who were later reclassified as dropouts by
outside auditors. The Federal Government
has been similarly deceptive, producing
rosy graduation-rate estimates—usually be-

THE RESTLESS ONE

Behind on class credits and impatient with
the minor indignities of high school life,
Susan Swinehart, 17, quit three months
before graduation. An honors student her
freshman year, she now works at Taco Bell

tween 85% and 90%—by relying only on a
couple of questions buried deep within the
U.S. Census Bureau's Current Population
Survey. The survey asks whether respon-
dents have a diploma or GED. Critics say
the census count severely underreports
dropout numbers, in part because it doesn’t
include transients or prisoners, populations
with a high proportion of dropouts.

In 2001, Jay Greene, a senior fellow at
the Manhattan Institute, published a study
that peeled back the layers of statistical leg-
erdemain. Poring over raw education data,
he asked himself a basic question: What
percentage of kids who start at a high
school finish? The answers led Greene and
subsequent researchers around the coun-
try to place the national graduation rate at
anywhere from 64% to 71%. It’s a rate that
most researchers say has remained fairly
static since the 1970s, despite increased at-
tention on the plight of public schools and
a vigorous educational-reform movement.

Starting a year ago, the people of
Shelbyville began to admit the scope of
their problem by asking themselves the
same simple questions about who was
graduating. It helped that superintendent
Adams was new to his job and that the high
school’s principal was too. They had a clean
slate and little incentive to make excuses
for the old way of doing things.

THE PUSHOUT
SARAH MILLER, 28, WAS A VICTIM OF THOSE
old ways. An intelligent but rebellious
teenager with a turbulent home life, Sarah
began falling behind in attendance and
classwork her freshman year. Like many
other 15-year-olds, she had a talent for mak-
ing poor decisions. She and her friends
would often skip out of school after lunch
and cruise up and down Broadway. Teachers
rarely stopped them, but school authorities
knew what she and her friends were up to.
One morning Sarah went to the school office
to discuss getting back on track but got a
surprise. One of the administrators asked
her point-blank, “Why don’t you just quit
school?” “I was just akid,” says Sarah with a
laugh. “It was like they said the magic words.
So I told them, ‘O.K.I' And I left”

Sarah never set foot in a high school
again. She got her GED, but now she’s too
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afraid to try community college, she says,
because she doesn’t want to look stupid.
Although she has a house she owns with her
husband and a fine job serving coffee, bis-
cuits and small talk at Ole McDonald’s Cafe
in nearby Acton, Ind., Sarah is not without
regret. “It would have been nice to have
someone pushing me to stay,” she says. “Who
knows how things would have turned out?”

Researchers call students like Sarah
“pushouts” not dropouts. Shelbyville
High's new principal, Tom Zobel, says he’s

familiar with the mind-set. “Ten years |

ago.” he says, “if we had a problem student,
the plan was, ‘0.K,, let’s figure out how to
get rid of this kid’ Now we have to get them
help.”

But can educators really be faulted for
the calculation, however cold, that certain
kids are an unwise investment of their lim-
ited energies and resources? That question
quickly leads to the much thornier issues of
class and clout that shape the dropout cri-
sis. The national statistics on the topic are
blunt: according to the National Center for

Education Statistics, kids from the lowest |

income quarter are more than six times as
likely to drop out of high school as kids
from the highest. And in Shelbyville, near-
ly every dropout I met voiced a similar
complaint; teachers and principals treat
the “rich kids” better. “The rich kids always
knew how to be good kids,” says Sarah in a
more nuanced version of the same refrain.
“So I guess it’s natural the schools wanted
to work with them more than with the rest
of us” The poor kids, though, are exactly
the ones who need the extra investment.
Shelbyville leaders hope to change
the prevailing mentality. At a cavernous
high school gym in nearby Columbus, I
watched the boys’ basketball sectional
semifinal with Shelbyville mayor Scott
Furgeson. The Shelbyville Golden Bears’
21-0 regular season record had turned the
town’s usual Hoosier hysteria into Hoosier
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histrionics. As his constituents cheered
on the good kids—the lithe, clean-cut bas-
ketball players who were dominating Co-

| lumbus North High School—Furgeson

paused to think about the other kids. Before
becoming mayor, he spent 22 years manag-
ing the local Pizza King franchise. Every
year he had to hire up to 200 teenagers,
many of them dropouts, just to keep 10 full-
time positions staffed. Those teenagers,
failing in life as they had failed at school,
were often the children of people Furgeson
had seen quit school when he was a student
at Shelbyville High 25 years before. The
dropout problem, he says, corrupts the
community far beyond the halls of the high
school. “I worry that we're creating a per-
manent underclass,” he says.

John Bridgeland, ceo of the Washington-
based public-policy firm Civic Enter-
prises, says it’s that type of attitude shift,
more than legislation, that is likely to lead
to change. Messer’s 2005 bill made Indi-
ana one of six states in the past five years
to raise its minimum dropout age to 18
from 16. (Twenty-three states still let kids
drop out at the younger age without
parental consent.) Bridgeland, who co-
wrote the Gates Foundation-funded re-
port, supports the age hike but warns that
states can't legislate in a vacuum. “These
laws have to be coupled with strong sup-
port from the school and the community,”
he says. Underlying that conviction is per-
haps the most surprising finding of the
Cates survey: just how few dropouts re-
port being overwhelmed academically.
Fully 88% said they had passing grades in
high school. Asked to name the reasons
they had left school, more respondents
named boredom than struggles with
course work.

THE RESTLESS ONE
SUSAN SWINEHART, 17, WAS AN HONORS
student her freshman year. She also joined
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the yearbook staff and found that she loved
selling the $300 full-page yearbook ads to
local businesses like Rush Shelby Energy
and Fat Daddy’s restaurant.

But the social cauldron of high school
weighed on her. She didn’t get along with
the cheerleaders on the yearbook staff.
And her avid interest in Stephen King
novels and TV shows about forensics
earned her a false reputation, she says, as
a glum goth girl. So she started ditching
class, barreling through the Indiana coun-
tryside alone in her Dodge Neon, blasting
her favorite song, The Ghost of You, by My

Aithough many Americans rate public schools as cash-strapped
and mediocre, parents of schoolchildren have a much brighter perspective
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Dropouts vex parents, schools, states
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Chemical Romance—a song, as she puts
it, about missed opportunities and regret.
“I'd rather regret something I did,” she
says, eyes welling with tears, “than regret
something I didn’t do.” For her, sitting in a
classroom biting her tongue and waiting to
graduate when college wasn’t necessarily
in her future was a form of inaction.
Working, saving money, starting her adult
life—that was taking the initiative.

In cases like Susan’s, American public
education may be a victim of its own ambi-
tion. Rallying around the notion that every
child should be prepared for higher educa-

How serious a
praoblem is the
dropout rate in
the U.S.?

For dropouts younger
than 18, should a
state be allowed to
deny ...

Not serious

8%

... driver’s licenses?

Serious
89%

... WOrk permits?

Yes I 33%

No
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tion, schools follow a general-education
model that marches students through an
increasingly uniform curriculum, with ad-
mission to college as the goal. But what
happens when a 17-year-old decides,
rightly or wrongly, that her road in life
doesn’t pass through college? Then the
college-prep exercise becomes a charade.
At Shelbyville High School, as elsewhere,
the general-education model became an

| all-or-nothing game that left far too many

students with nothing.
Two months ago, Susan told her moth-
er Kathy Roan that she was dropping out. “I

Should a student have
the option of taking
vocational education

in high school to prepare
for work rather than
pursuing a college track?

THE PUSHOUT

Sarah Miller, 28, is a waitress at Ole
McDonald's Cafe in Acton, Ind. A decade ago,
she dropped out of high school. She says it
was a school administrator who suggested
the idea. Now she regrets leaving early

wanted to kill her)” says Kathy. But Kathy
had her own bitterness about Shelbyville
High. Two decades earlier, she too had been
angered by the indifference of the school.
She dropped out as soon as she turned 16.
On Feb. 22, Susan’s mother went to
school with her to sign her out of high
school. That night Susan applied for more
hours at the Taco Bell where she worked
and promptly stayed for the 5 p.m.~to-2
a.m. shift. The other women on the grave-
yard shift gave her hell for quitting school.
They were mostly dropouts themselves,
says Susan, who reminded her that even at
fast-food chains, anyone who wants to ad-
vance needs a diploma or GED. She had,
they told her, just broken something that
could not be easily put back together.
Susan says she will prove them
wrong. She has started a Pennsylvania-
based correspondence course that both
her mother and sister completed. For
$985, it provides textbooks, online tests
and teacher support via phone and e-mail.

The rush to cash in on dropouts has made
such correspondence courses and “virtual
high schools” the Wild West of secondary
education, a multimillion-dollar industry
that can offer a valuable second chance
but has suffered at times from poor over-
sight and a dizzying array of self-styled
accrediting institutions, many of which
aren’t recognized by mainstream colleges.

There is, not surprisingly, partisan divi-
sion over the dropout problem. Liberals
say dropouts are either a by-product of
testing mania or an unavoidable result of
public schools’ being starved for funding.

Nearly all view dropping out of high school as a major problem. But there's little consensus on what can be done
about it. Few see lowering academic standards as an option; many want to see more vocational-training programs

How effective would these measures be to increase
the number of children graduating from high school?

Penalize parents of students who don't finish high school

Lower academic standards so more children can graduate

[IET 20%

Nt a2

[N 78 %

Outlaw dropping out of -;chooi before age 18
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But more conservative reform advocates,
like Marcus Winters, a senior research as-
sociate at the Manhattan Institute, dis-
agree. “Spending more money just has
not worked,” he says. “We’ve doubled the
amount we spend per pupil since the "70s,
and the problem hasn’t budged.”

In Indiana, however, there is a bipartisan
consensus about the state’s latest anti-
dropout measure. Shelbyville represen-
tative Messer, former head of the Indiana
Republican Party, is no stranger to partisan
politics, but his strongest partner in pushing
for the measure was a liberal Democrat
named Stan Jones, who is now the state’s
commissioner of higher education. The bill
they championed had, fittingly, both carrot
and stick. Students who drop out before age
18 could have their driver’s license sus-
pended or their work permit revoked unless
their decision was first approved
by a school or judge. But students
who found the high school envi-
ronment stifling could take classes
at community colleges. The dual
approach struck a chord, and both
houses passed the bill unanimously.

Messer acknowledges that his
law is no panacea. He’s fond of say-
ing he can't legislate away teenage
mistakes. And indeed, Kentucky,
Georgia and West Virginia have
had similar laws on the books for
a number of years, but critics say
there’s no proof that the laws have
worked. Still, he says, “some kids
are dropping out because it’s easy
and it’s O.K. That is going to change.”

On a national level, No Child Left
Behind—the metric-heavy school reform
that President Bush would like to expand
in public high schools—was designed to
make schools accountable for their
dropout rates. But it hasn't been carried
out very seriously. The Education Trust,
an advocacy group for low-income and
minority students, issued a scathing re-
port in 2005 about how the Federal
Government stood by while states hand-
ed in patently misleading graduation
numbers: last year three states didn’t sub-
mit any, and for many states, the figures
were clearly inflated.

Secretary of Education Margaret Spel-
lings tells TIME that much is being done to
get better data on dropouts. She points to the
National Governors Association resolution
last year to set, for the first time, a common
definition of a dropout that all states will use
to report graduation rates to the Federal

Arnold Sells His Road to Success

YTHE AGE OF 15, ARNOLD SCHWAR-

zenegger had discovered two of

his enduring passions: He was

interested in bodybuilding and
“thought selling things was kind of cool,”
says the California Governor. So, asis
common for high school students in
Austria, where Schwarzenegger grew
up, he enrolled in a training program for
sales, “Itinspired me,” says the man who
went on to hawk physical fitness and
action movies. Lately, Schwarzenegger
hasbeen an enthusiastic marketer of
vocational education, a combination of
career training and academics offered in
high school that has been in and out of
favor in the U.S. since the 1970s.

HIS AVOCATION: Schwarzenegger tours a
technical high school in Fresno, Calif.

Some American high schools phased
out vocational ed decadesago, when it
was better known as shop class and was
blamed for segregating—unintentionally
or not—poor and minority students into
low-paying careers. In his proposed
budget this year, President Bush would
eliminate all federal spending on
vocational ed to pay for his No Child Left
Behind high school initiatives, which are
geared toward a precollege curriculum.
But in his state budget this year Schwar-
zenegger is asking for $50 million in new
funds for high school vocational-ed
programs. Last year he pushed through
$20 million in new funds. “T have talked
to many kids who tell me they don’t want
to go to college, so why graduate?” says
the Governor. “They don’t see an end
goal. They can’t visualize it.”

Today vocational ed—or career
tech, as it’s commonly called—more
often involves a computer mouse than a
lathe. More than 15 million middle and
high school and community-college
students are enrolled, up 58% since
2000, in programs like biotechnology
and computer networking. According
to a 1998 University of Michigan study,
high-risk studentsare eight to 10 times
less likely to drop out if they enter a
career-tech program. And the notion
that career tech is useful only for the
student with no college plans is outdated;
students who have taken career tech en-
ter college at the same rate as other high
school graduates.

When Miriam Hernandez, 17,
graduates in June from Clark
Magnet High School in La Cres-

? centa, Calif,, she will know how to
¢ build a computer network, which
qualifies her for a job earning
about $60,000 a year even before
she attends California State Uni-
versity, Los Angeles, to continue
studies she has begun in business.
Nationally, fewer than 60% of
Hispanic girls graduate from high
school. But Hernandez, whose
friends include several young
moms, has been focused on open-
ing a beauty salon, where she
believes her computer training
will come in handy. For an entrepre-
neurship class, she drew up a business
plan and determined which loans she is
eligible for as a Hispanic woman. “I
want to get high school done,” she says.
“I have plans. I can see my future.”

Some teens will do fine with a hazy
idea of life after graduation. But others
need an answer to the question Where
am I going to use this? says Mike Seaton,
who oversees the career-tech programs
in the Glendale Unified School District.
In a survey of California ninth- and 10th-
graders released last week by the James
Irvine Foundation, a nonprofit that
awards grants to youths, 90% of students
who don't like school said they would be
more motivated by classes relevant to
their future careers. Those students
have many backers, including atleast
one eager salesman in Sacramento.
—By Rebecca Winters Keegan/La Crescenta
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THE COMEBACK KID

Ryan Tindle, 21, at work at the VT Industries
factory in Shelbyville, Ind. A onetime dropout,
he returned to school after a yearlong stint
in a juvenile-corrections facility. Now Tindie
wants to zo to college and study criminology

Government. But it’s a nonbinding compact

that five states, including Texas, California
and Florida, didn’t sign. And critics say the
government is trying to slash funding for
important support programs, including the
Carl Perkins Act, which has funded voca-
tional education across the country since
1984. Spellings says President Bush has
proposed converting Perkins and other
support programs like GEAR UP and
Upward Bound into block grants for states
to choose their own fixes. As long as states
get results, says Spellings, “we’re not going
to prescribe particular programs or strate-
gies like vocational education.”

Superintendent Adams believes he has
come up with the right prescription for
Shelbyville. The high school has established
a credit lab, a sort of open study hall that lets
at-risk kids recover credit from classes that
they have failed. The principal at the elemen-
tary school is trying to identify at-risk kids
in first grade. In the middle school, students
are taking high school-graduation pledges,
promising to be onstage with a diploma
along with the rest of their class.

The district will also continue to sup-
port the Blue River vocational school, where
more than 300 juniors and seniors spend
their afternoons learning trades from nurs-
ing to marketing to auto-body repair. And
there is a plan to build an alternative high
school, which Adams envisions as a low-key
place where, if they want to, kids can eata
doughnut while instant-messaging friends
during loosely structured study hall, so long
as they get their work done at some point.
“Too many kids, at their exit interviews,
say, T'm just done with this process—50
minutes, bell, 50 minutes, bell, ” says prin-
cipal Zobel. “With the alternative school, I
could give them an option, another envi-
ronment to be in”

THE COMEBACK KID

ON THE EDGE OF SHELBYVILLE’S OLD TOWN
square, now a roundabout with a paved
parking lot in the middle, there’s a statue
of one of central Indiana’s most famous lit-
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| erary characters, a sort of Hoosier Huck
| Finn named Little Balser. The main char-
acter of The Bears of Blue River, a book for
adolescents set in the woods of frontier-era
Shelby County, Balser spends his days
striking off into the wilderness, slaying
countless bears (and even an Indian or
two) and worrying his parents sick. He is
the prototype of an American teenager, a
combustible combination of indepen-
dence and irresponsibility.

Ryan Tindle, 21, carried that legacy to
its modern-day extreme. In middle school,
he started ditching class, trying to escape a
tough home life by ingratiating himself
with older kids who played rough. So it was
little surprise when he traveled the well-
worn path of the troublemaker, dropping
out of high school and promptly beating up
an older kid so severely that Ryan was sen-
tenced to a year at Plainfield Juvenile
Correctional Facility. Once inside, one of
the few times he picked up a pencil, he
used it to stab another inmate in the hand.
He felt that he had to prove himself, he
says, after witnessing weaker kids being as-
saulted at the facility. The attack earned
him a stint in isolation in Cottage 13—“the
cage™and that, says Ryan, is where he got
religion about schooling.

“My family always thought I was going
to be worthless,” he says, “and for the first
time, I saw they were right”

As soon as he was released, Ryan went
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back to Shelbyville High School and asked
to re-enroll. The Ryan Tindle that admin-
istrators knew, however, was nothing but
grief. Wary administrators balked at
letting him back in. He had to wait until a
new principal arrived before he could
convince the school that he was serious
about his new leaf. But now he had to
catch up quickly on a lot of lost years. “I
went back with a fifth-grade education,”
he says. “That was the last time I had paid
attention in school.”

In the end, it took him nearly two
years of a grueling schedule to finish
what he started. From 7a.m. to 3 p.m., he
sat in class at the high school, then took
three hours of night school for basic read-
ing and math. To everyone’s amazement,
he finished.

Ryan is working hard these days. He
wakes up before 5 every morning to go to
his job at a car-parts factory, where he
works on the line and earns less than $10
an hour. On Saturdays and Sundays, he
trains new employees at the local Arby’s. In
all, he takes home about $23,000 a year. He
would like to go to college someday, he says
with a slightly embarrassed grin, to study
criminology. He wants to be a cop.

For now, however, graduation is re-
ward enough. He pulls a laminated card
out of his wallet. It's his Shelbyville High
School diploma, miniaturized. “I'll always
be able to look at that diploma and smile,”




Dropout

he says. “It’s the best thing I've ever done.”

If Ryan’s redemption seems remark-
able, that’s because it is. According to a
2005 report from the Educational Testing
Service, the company that runs the saTs,
federal funding for second-chance pro-
grams, such as the night school Ryan at-
tended, dropped from a high of $15 billion
in the late 1970s to $3 billion last year. Yet
the stakes in the struggle to get students to
graduate are higher than ever: an estimat-

ed 67% of prison inmates nationwide are |

high school dropouts. A 2002 Northeastern
University study found that nearly half of
all dropouts ages 16 to 24 were unemployed.

Finding good work is only getting
harder for dropouts in the era of the
knowledge-based economy and advanced
manufacturing. Knauf Insulation is Shel-
byville’s largest employer, with more than
800 workers. Salaries start at $16.50 an
hour, and the benefits at this German com-
pany are, well, positively European. In one
of its factories along the Blue River, a row
of mammoth 2400° furnaces spin the
plant’s secret recipe of sand, soda ash, bo-
rax and limestone into billions of billowy
glass fibers, which will be cooled, packed
and cut into battens of fiber-glass insula-
tion. The workers running the furnaces
are the last of a dying breed: people hold-
ing good jobs who never earned a high
school diploma. Thirty years ago, the men
came from as far away as the hills of
Kentucky and proved themselves steady
workers. Today they earn as much as
$60,000 a year.

It’s a fine life, but these days high school
dropouts need not apply. Even a GED is not
sufficient for a job here anymore. Take a
tour of the factory floor, and the main rea-
son is clear. Some workers—entry-level em-
ployees—stand at their stations and pluck
irregular pieces of fiber glass from the line.
It’s mostly mindless labor, but the giant
whirring belts and chomping insulation
cutters are run by adjacent computer ter-
minals called programmable-logic con-
trollers. When the floor boss goes on a
coffee break, it's the floor workers who
must operate the controllers. In today’s fac-
tories, no worker is more than a boss’s cof-
fee break away from needing at least some
computing skills. And now more than ever,
says Knauf president Bob Claxton, the com-
pany wants to invest in the continuing edu-
cation of its workers so they can keep up
with new technologies—an investment that
might not be worth making if those workers
lack high school basics.

Things
Schools
CanDo

TEACH READING EARLY

1 Third-graders who can’t read well
begin a downward spiral of
frustration. Early literacy programs
keep them ahead of the game.

CREATE ALTERNATIVE

HIGH SCHOOLS

2 A choice of learning environments
can help kids who are struggling

in regular schools.

SPOT FUTURE DROPOUTS
=5 Most dropouts telegraph their
3 intentions by repeatedly skipping
classes. Early identification of at-risk
kids allows schools to intervene
intime.

SUPPORT VOCATIONAL
EDUCATION

Many dropouts never see the
- connection between school and
later life. Vocational education gives
students real-world skills.

GET THE GROWNUPS
INVOLVED

5 It's a long road to graduation.
Students can’t get there without
the support of a parent or mentor.

But the firm’s requirement of a high
school diploma is as much about a mind-
set as it is about a skill-set, says Claxton. A
diploma “shows that these applicants had
the discipline to gut out a tough process,”
he says. “They learned how to get along
with people, some of whom they may not
have liked so well, in order to achieve their
goals” A GED, he says, doesn’t prove they
can do that.

Even the dropouts who do land factory
jobs can find work tougher than they
thought. A relative helped Christine Harden,
18, find work in a local car-parts factory
four months after she dropped out of
Shelbyville High. But she has to get up at
4:30 a.m. to make the first shift every day,
and she says her back is killing her. “All my
friends who are thinking about dropping
out, I tell them, ‘Don’t do it,” she says.
“This is real life out here. It’s not easy.”

THE LONE HOLDOUT
I MET SHAWN STURGILL'S PARENTS IN THE
living room of their ranch-style home

around the corner from Shelbyville’s
cemetery. At age 15, Shawn'’s father Steve,
with a child on the way, dropped out of
high school and then spent more than a
decade battling drug abuse. He was born
again six years ago, he says, patting the
thick wooden cross around his neck. He
has been clean since and has a high-
paying job burying fiber-optic cables. But
his turnaround came too late to be a mod-
el for his three older children, two of
whom dropped out of school.

Shelbyville schools are performing
triage on Shawn’s education. For much of
the day, he is in credit lab, working at his
own pace to recover classes he has failed.
Every afternoon he goes to the Blue River
school, where he is enrolled in auto-body-
repair courses.

Shawn has a tough road ahead of him.
Though he will attend his class’s gradua-
tion ceremony to watch his peers get
diplomas, he won't be on stage, at least
not yet. Even the school’s efforts to speed
up his credit recovery havent been
enough, so he will have to return for a
fifth year at Shelbyville High. It’s no fun
for a 19-year-old to be in high school.
Shawn is already a big guy who doesn’t
like to draw attention to himself.

But Shawn’s hopes are bolstered by
his plan. Auto-body work is not just a
passing fancy for him—even when he’s
not at the vocational school, he is working
on his Camaro, which most recently
needed a new bumper. His favorite TV
show, of course, is Pimp My Ride. He
wants to save for tuition at Lincoln
Technical Institute in Indianapolis so he
can continue to develop his auto-
sculpting skills. He rattles off the industry
rates—car painters make an hourly wage
of $22, collision techs $17—and he wants
to get there. So he laughs it off every time
somebody asks him in the hallway, “Hey,
youre still in school? I would have
thought you'd drop out by now.”

Shawn’s friends who have dropped
out are, for the most part, struggling. A
couple of them got their GED and are
working in factories, but others are shuf-
fling through menial jobs—one works at
the car wash, another is washing dishes.
A few, says Shawn, aren’t doing much of
anything except playing video games at
their parents’ houses. But Shawn says he
is serious about not becoming a part of
their dropout nation. “I've already went
and put 12 years into this thing,” he says.
“There’s no use throwing it all away” m
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