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The dropout oroblem nas recently Gesn the focus of consiosr anle congern and tha subjedt of much
research. Nevertheless, & lack of careful and systematic assessment of the consequencss of
dropping out still exiats. The pur pose of the present study was to examine the personal and social
consequences of dropping out of school. The High School ane Beyond (HSB) data base was employed
to investigate the experiences of dropouts and high school graduates havIng no postsecondary
education in 1986, four years after the projected date of graduation. Specifically, dropouts and
graduates were compared on (1) self-esteem, (2) alcahol use, (3) political/social participation
variables, (4) work satisiaction, (S) salary of current job, (6) periods of unemployment, and
(7) numbsr of jops. Multipie regression analyses were used to dstermine the dagree to which
dropping out explained variance in these measures when sex, sociceconomic status, and academic
ahievement were held constant. Dropouts were found to differ little from graduates with no

postsecondary egucation on many personal and secial adjustment measures,
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Personal and Secial Consequences of Dropping Out of Sonoot. F ndings Tr o High Seneo) and Heyeng

Researchers, poticy makers, and lay persens all have expressed increasing alarin over
the social impact of public school dropouts (Levin, 1985, Mann, 1986, Ordovensky, 1987,
Palias, 1986). One of the mors dire notes has bean sounded by the National Dropout Prevention
Center (1987): "By the vear 2000, the number of students giving up on education will ncrease o
about 40 percent or nearly 2,000,000. Tragically, most of these individuals will likely drop out
of socisty, out of the work force, out of the American way of life",

Concern is even expressed from less politically involved constituencies. For example,
Ransom (1986 ) states that “the problem affects everyone, and how the nation responds will help
determine whether we create a permanent uncerclass or sogial cohesion, whether we will enjoy
the fruits of our retirement or be destitute in our old age, and whether we will once again utihize
our cities as places to live and work" (p.2). Because of the emphasis between public education and
the process of becoming & productive citizen in society at large, failure in school perhaps has more
lasting repercussions than failure in almost any other endeavor in our society.

Nevertheless, to begin to attack the “dropout problem™, it is essential to more thoroughiy
a5568s both the short- and long-terin consequences of dropping out. Some research has besn
aecomplished in this regard. Levin (1972), using 1968 U. 5. Census Bureau statistics, computed
the total Toss of income due to dropping out at $237.6 billion. Catterall (1985), inan update of
Levin's study, estimated thet in their lifatimes male graduates would earn $266,000 more than
dropouts and female graduates $199,00 1ors than dropouts. Assurning a different perspective,
bachman, Wirtanen, and Green (1972) found that dropouts hiad lower self-esteem than graduates
and that the difference remained equal in magnituds after students have dropped out. Wehiags and
Rutter (1986) found that dropouts showed gains wn self-esteem and sense of control over their
lives, &t least immediately after dropping out, that were equal to or greater than high school
graduates. Other research has suggested that dropouts are nore Tikely to be unemployed, to
require public assistance, and to engage in crime (Ruraberger, 1983). Still, as Rurmberger

(1987) has noted, “the conssquences of dropping out deserve more atlention from researchers and
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pohey analysts” (p. 16), and questions remain as to the personal, soc1al, and economic
conssgquences of dropping out.

One of the traditional difficulties with dropout research has been finding a reliable base of
infor mation relative to dropouts. Dropouts statistics have been difficult to evaluate due to
differing definitions of dropouts, different methods of computing dropout rates, and erroneous
reporting (Morrow, 1986). Other data sources, such as the U.S, Census Bureau, have been
narrow in the scope of the questions asked, The High School and Beyond data base provides a unigue
opportunity to explore the issues related to dropping out. The care with which the stratified
sample of almost 30,000 high school sophomores was chosen, and the wealth of information that
was obtained, make the HSB data base an important source of information. The second and third
follow-up questionnaires were designed to deveiop extensive information on the Jabor market
experiences of both drropouts and high schoal graduates. In brief, it provides the opportunity to
obtain detailed information on the social consequences of cropping out.

The present study examined the effects of dropping out on self-estesm, as well ason
social, political, and work experience, Specifically, this study examined the following variables:
(a) self-estesm, (b) alcohol use, (c) participation in political and social activities, (d) salary
for current job, (&) work satisfaction, (f) extent of unemployment, and (g) number of jobs held,

Method
Data Spurce

The High Scheol and Beyond {HSB ) data from the 1980 base-year survey, the sacond
follow-up survey in 1984, and the 1986 follow-up survey were used in the present study. The
HSB survey involved a two-stage sampling design in which over 30,000 sophomores from more
than 1,000 high schools were surveyed in the sprringof 1980. Students who f.ad dropped as well
as those who continued toward their high sahool di ploma were followed up in subseguent surveys.

The HSB data base contains sample weights that correct for oversampling of policy-
relevant minorities and for nenresponse rates. For the present study, a medified version of the

sampling weight was employed. The weight for the HSB cohort participating in both the base-year
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Below, we briefly oescribe the variables 1n our analyses

Dropout. Dropout, the primary independent var 1able, was defined as 3 student who feft
inigh school before gradusating and, as of 1986, had not received ¢ 6.£.0. or taken any ciasses
towards a high school diploma or G.E.D. in contrast, a high schoal araduate wes dgefined 35 a stugent
who grajuates with the class in 1982, but had nat attendsd any postsecondary schiol by 1986, The
dropout variable was coded O (graduate), 1 (dropout),

Self-Esteem. The self-esteem scale comprises respondents’ answers to the following
items. | take a positive attitude toward myself (TY61A), | feal | am a persan of worth, on an wyual
plane with others (TYE1C), |am abie todo things as well as most peaple. (TY1J), ana | do not
have much to be proudof (TYSIL), Responses were recoded so that high scores indicated positive
self-esteem (Alpha reliability = .67).

Alcohal Use  The HSB third follow-up questionnaire contains five items relating to alcohol

use: (a) How many days in the past month did you @rink an aleoholic beverags? (TY62), (b) On
how many days did you have six or more drinks? (TY63), (c) On the day that you had fewest
drinks, how many did you have? (TYE44), (d) On the day that you had the most dr ks, how many
didyou have? (TY64E), and () What is your averags number of drinks per day? (TYB4C). A
composite variable of these five items was conétrucmd , and its reliability assessed, The most
reliable composite was based on these items ( b, d and e above) and, consequently, composed the

alcohol -use var iable. (Alpha reiiability = .86)

Political/Secisl Participation. Twenty-five social/political participation items were

ractor analyzed, resulting i seven orthogonal factors. Political Activity: The respondent’s

reported level of participation in working to help & candidate (TYSS6), going to social-political
gatherings (TYSSF), giving money to candidates (TYSSE), campaigning for a candidate (TYSSD),
loinir3a palitical club (TYS9C), and becoming an oificer of 4 political party (TYSSH). Voting
Behavior: Whether the respondent voted in an election between 3/1/84 and 2/1 /86 (TYS7),

\‘L Sag
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voted in the 1984 presidential election (TYS3), or 15 reqistered to vote (TYS6). Pohiical
Discussions: Whether the respondent had discussed politica! problems with friends (T 'SOA),
family (TYSSB 1), coworkers (TYSSB2), or comrmumty leaders (TYSSBZ). Secial/Group
Perticipation: Whether the respondent had joined educational orgamzations (TY59J), commumty
or social &ction groups (TYS9E), voluntesr work groups (TYSOF), or & service organization
(TYS9K). Hobby, Club Participation: Whether the responcent had joined & literary or art club
(TYS91); a sacial, hobby, or garden club (TYS59C); or & voluntary group (TYSOL). Sports Club
Participation: Whether the respondent had joined @ sports club (TYS9H) or & youth club or little
league (TYS59A). Church or Trade Organizations: Whether the respondent had participated in

church gctivities (TYS9D); discussions of political problems with comunity leaders (TY5583),
or in union, treds, or fun organizations (TYS9B).

Work Sstisfaction, Participants were asked in the third follow-up survey to rate their
satisfaction with 12 aspects of their most recent job. These items pertained to the pay and frings
benefits, importance and challenge, worki ng conditions, opportunity for advancement with the
employer, opportunity for advancement with the job, opportunity to use past training, security
and pertanence, satisfaction with supervisor, opportunity to develop new skills, job-related
respect from family and friends, relationship with coworkers, and the job @s awhole (TY14A to
TY14L). Respondents rated these iterns on a Likert scale of 1 (Very satisfiec) to 4 (Very
Satisfied) (Alpha reliability = .§9).

In addition to these measures of personal/social adjustment, three measures labor -
market experiences were employed: salary, perfods of unemployment, and number of jobs.

Salary, Both dropouts and graduates were asted to report their current salaries at the
time of the third follow-up survey in 1986 (TYSHA). All reported wages were converged to an
hourly scale. To eliminate obvious misreports and errors, these hourly wages wera compared
with individual's occupations (TY8A) and implausible salaries were eliminated. (For exam ple, a
secretary reporting an hourly wags of $75.00 was excludsd from any further analyses.)

Periods of Unemplayment. Respondents to the second and third follow -up survey were

asked to report their employment status for each month from June 1982 to July 1986
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(SYSSAS2A 10 SYSEAS4B, TY17A64C to TY TAS66). A composite variabie was constructed that
reflects the total number of rmonths for which unemployment was reported. A fngh score on the
measure (scale of 010 43) reflests mora periods of unemployment.

Number of Jobs. Respondents to the second and third follow- up surveys also were asked to
indicate the number of jobs they held betwssn Jure 1982 and March 1986 (up to sight jobs,
OY46A, SY4TA, SY48A, SY49A, TYBA, TY9A, TY10A, and TY 1 1A). (A high value on this variable
reflects agreater number of jobs durirg this period.)

We emnployed six additional independent variables 1n our analyses, Sex. 1 (Male),
2(Female). Rece: (1) Hispanic or Spanish, (2) American Indian, (3) Asian; (4) Black; (5)
White; and (6) Other. Sociceconomic status; A composite father's occupation; (2) father's
education; (3) mother's education; (4) family income; and (5) material possassions in the

household. Academic Ability: Base-year achievement test scores in reading, vocabulary, and

mathematics. Urbanicity: Whether the respondent’s high school is urban, or central city,
suburban, ina Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area (5MSA), or rural, not in & SMSA,
Geographic Region; New Exaland and Mid-Atlantic states, East North Central and West North
Central states, South Atlantic, East South Central, and West South Centrai states, West Mountain
and Paeific states.

Results

First, preliminary differences between dropouts and graduates were examined on $eX,
race, urbanicity, geographic reglon, socioetonom ic status, and auademic ability (see Table 1),
Dropouts were more lkely to be Hispanic, from the South or West, and from urban areas,
Graduates were more likely to be white, from the Northeast, and from suburban or rural areas,
These findings are consistent with earlier results using the HSB data base (Barro & Kolstad,
1987). Dropouts also tended to be lowar in academic achievement and socioeconomic status ( SES).
Here, we calculated an effect size (ES) for each mean difference: for academic achievement, ES=
.47, for SES, £S =.33. That is, on academic achievement and SES, graduates were rroughly one half

of a standard deviation and one third of a standard daviation higher than dropouts, respectively.
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A series of multiple regression analyses were conoucted to examing the eiTects of oropping
out on () self-esteam, (b) slcahol use, (o) social/palitics] participation variables, (d) work
satisfaction, {e) salary, (f) periods of unemplayment and (g) number of Jabs, These measures of
transitional adjustment were the dependent varianles while drropout, sex, socioeconomic status,
and acagemic ability served as the independent variables. (With the self-esteem gependent
measure, base-year self-esteem also was entered as an independent variable.) These analyses
allowed a deter mination of the eifect of dropping out on the transition-adjustment var 1anles whiie
controlling for the influence of relevant basic backaround characteristics.

Results of these analyses are shown in Table 2. Because the dropout variable was dummy
coded, the unstandardized regression cosfficients (b) represent the mean difference betwesn
drropouts and grraduates adjusted for the other independent var iables. For example, b for the 1986
selr-esteem measure 15 .30, indicating that the dropouts’ mean self-esteem was roughly one-third
ot 3 point higher than the graduates’ mean self-esteem. The beta values represent the standardized
regression coetiicients. According to Pedhazur (1962), any beta value greater than or equal to

S May be considered meaningiul.

As 15 evident from Table 2, dropouts displayed signit icantly higher self-esteem (b =.30)
than graduates wnen the bachground fastors of sex, seciceconomic status, and acadamic abihity
were controlled. Wntle small, this finding contradicts the traditional arqument that dropouts
possess low self-esteem and, nstead, suggests that dropouts’ post-scheol experiencas do not
necessarly create or reinforce a sense of shame or fatlure, Given the aenerally strong societal
sanctions against dropping out and the stereotypical view of a dropout as a "loser”, this Nnong 1s
somewhat puzzling.

In other areas, rresults indicated the possibility thet dropouts may be SxPer1encing more
personal-social adjustment difficulties than oraduates. For example, dropping out was associated
wih mgher aleonol use, With sex, Soc1osconomic status, and ssademic ability held constant, the

mean difference between dropouts and graduates on alcohol uss was 2.04 . However, this

A
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difference must be nter oreted coutiously. The i of messurernent for slonny) usg reflests poth
the nurnter of days of arinkang per month s well as the number of drinks consumed per day
Whether & differencs of two units on ttns messure 1s of theoretical importance 1s dsbatable
(Pattison & Kaufman, 1962). Nonetheless, these resulls are & possible inu.cation of personal-
adjustment difficulties for those who dropped cut.

Although no adjusted mean-differences wers fourd in pohtical activity (such as actively
carapaigning for a candidate), dropouts were lower in voling behav.or (b = -.29) and
participation w political discussions (b = -.26). Dropouts were also less likely 1o become
involved with some comrnunity groups, such as sports ¢lubs and church or trade orgarnzations (b
=-.18 for each). These resulls support the conterition that dropping out, even when backgrourd
factors are statistically controlled, contributes to less nvolvement in political and seeial
processes. However, these efiects are extremely small, if statistically significant.

In regard to the word of work, dropouts were lower in work satisfection (b= -1.10)
and, further, experienced more urierployment (b = .99). These results, then, suggested that
staying in cchool may enhance an individual's chances for enjoy1ng more satisfying and stable
employment.

Interestingly, no significant effect of dropping out was obtained for wages. Thess results, as

opposed to the findings on unemployment and number of jobs, are more consistent with the
argument that dropping out is a symptom of previously existing problems and that the act of
dropping out itself does not necessarily make matters worse (Bachman et al., 1972 Fine 1986).
Surmary and Discusston

The results of this study are best viewed as exploratory. Certainly, the H igh School and
Beyond data base provides a wealth of data on public school dropr 3. For example, in this study,
the responses of nearly 600 dropouts who participated in all four waves of the HSB survey were
analyzed. Each survey consisted of nearly 100 items, The difficulties facing an individual
researcher who wishes to collect comparable data are obyious.

This study suggests that the differences between graduates and dropouts within the first

four years may not be as marked as we have besn led to believe. They do not confirm pol icy
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fnakers' OF resgarchars’ warmings that the ast of aroppIng out 16235 10 wide QISLF 6DEnsIes 1T
parsonal, social, and economic experiencess.

Revertheless, distinct differences betweer dropouts and graduates did emergz 1n alconol
use, some areas of political participation, number of Jobs, and periods of uremplcyment. 53,
while the individusl consequences of dropping out may be exagaerated, there s still cause for
concern. This study reanforces the conclusion that dropouts are less hkely lo partioipate in the
manstream of demecratic life and in stable employment than are high school graguates

Thess results slso indicate the nsed to examine the consaquences of dropping out using
longitudinal data. While we found only small adverse effects of dropping out, it may be that the
lasting consequences become evident Yater than four years after the projected date of graduation --
the time span of our study.  Also, it may be that a lack of postsecondary education preserds the
most important life-adjustment obstacle for bott dropouts znd terminal degree graduates alike.

Further research on thess issues using longitudinal data bases is clearly indicated.
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Table i

Personal and Socta i1

A Comparison of Dropouts and Graduates on Rage. Sex . Schaa! Urbanicity, and High Schoal Reqian

Category

Hispanic
Am. Indian
Asian
Black
White

Male
Female

Gengraphic Region

Northeast
North Central
South

west

Urbanicity

Urban
Suburban
Rural

Graduates Dropouts
Total N = 2048 Total N =587
Percent Percent
176 26.1

1.2 1.4
2 .
11.1 1.5
69.8 60.9
4.7 55.3
45.3 44.7
225 12.8
29.3 29.0
37.1 408
11.2 17.7
17.2 275
43,9 37.2
38.9 35.3

el

Note: Actual N varied slightly depending upon analysis.
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Table 2

A Comparison of Dropouts and Graduates on 1980 Transihign-Adipsiment Indicators: Firects of

ackaround Fastors Contrrolleg

Measure b Beta 1

Self-Esteem (R2 = ,043)

Dropout .30 04 1.96*
Sex -.28 -.05 -2.28%
SES 13 .03 1.27
Achievement Test .04 .09 4.00%*
Self-Esteem in 1950 13 17 7 40%*
Alcohol Use (R2 = .113)
Dropout 2.04 A1 4,37%%
Sex -4.54 -3 -12.11%%
SES .36 .03 1.19
Achievement Test .01 .01 .43
Political Activity (R2 = .009)
Dropout -.06 -.02 -1.03
Sex -.03 -0} -.68
SES 1 .07 2.74%%
Achfevement Test -.01 -08 -3.39%%
Yoting Behavior (R2 = .024)
Dropout -.29 -.12 -4,95%*
Sex .14 .07 -3.02%%
SES .10 .06 2.55%%
Achievement Test .00 .00 1.67
Political Discussions (R2 = ,043)
Dropout -.26 -.10 -4.53%%
Sex -.10 -.05 -2.17%
SES . .07 .04 1.88
Achievement Test .02 .14 S.57%*
Social/Group Participation (R2 = .012)
Dropout -.02 -.01 -.30
Sex .20 10 4,44%%
SES .03 .02 .83
Achievement Test -.01 -.04 -1.66

e
~4
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Hobby, Clud Participation (< = (0S)

Drapout 04 02 65

Sey -1i - 05 -2 33+

SES .02 .02 &7

Achievement Test 01 04 | 66
Sports Club Par ticipation (RS = .023)

Dropout - 18 -07 -3 0G%x

Sex -.24 -1z =5.24%*

SES 05 03 1.30

Achievement Test .06 02 1.64
Church or Trads Organization (R2 =.007)

Dropout -.18 -07 -2 Q3**

Sex -.08 -.04 -1.70

SES -07 -04 -1 66

Achievement Test -.00 -.01 -.36
Work Satisfastion (RZ = 022)

Dropout -1.10 -.07 -2.91*%

Sey, -76 - 06 -2.65%*

SES 1.06 .10 4.32%%

Achievement Test -.04 -04 -1.6%
Salary (RZ = (094)

Dropout .01 .00 .07

Sex -145 =23 A e

LS a5 .14 6.09%*

Achievement Test 05 10 g4 I3%x
Uner. aloyment (R2 = .030)

Dropout a9 .07 3.13%%

Sex 46 .04 1.74

SES -1.25 -.13 -5.87**

Achievement Test -.03 -.04 -1.61
Number of Jobs (R2 = .022

Dropout .20 .05 241*

Sex -.35 =11 -5.24%¥

SES -.01 -00 - 15

Achievement Test .02 .09 4,02%%
* = significant difference at the .05 level,
>* = sigmificant differenceat the .01 leval.
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