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DROPOUT /from A1

Edgewood isn’t the only place’

with a problem. Nearly 6,500 of the
94,706 students attending high
school and middle school in Bexar
County (with the exception of the
military school districts) dropped
out last year before graduation.

Statewide, about 82,000 of the
state’s 1.36 million middle and high
school students quit school last
year, giving Texas the seventh-
highest dropout rate in the nation.

Statistics show about a quarterof
those come from poor families,
More than half are males who quit
to find work, or had flunked a
grade level.

Texas' dropout problem alsoisat
the root of a protracted fight
among legislators in Austin over
the financing of the state’s public
schools.

At Edgewood, most of the drop-
ouls - at one time or another < have
passed through the office of Vice
Principal George Pena.

“1 {eel Istill have to fight,” Pena

said. “I{'s easy tosign the paperand
~.say goodbye. But it's not going to

help them; it’s not going to help us.
We already have a reputation.”

Texas, concerned about its na-
tional reputation, has mandated
that each school district provide an
at-risk coordinator to help students
who have dropped out of school or
are in danger of quitting.

In San Antonio, especially, the
dropout problem is steadily gaining
attention as one of the critical is-
sues, one with a devastating ripple
effect. Dropouts, experts say, tax
the quality of life in their commu-
nity, drag down the work force and
focal economy, contribute to in-
creased drug and alcohol abuse:
and a higher crime rate; ;

But even with an increase in pre-
vention programs, Pena said, the
ultimate decision notto quit restsin
the students’ hands.

“They're going to have to make
the choice,” Pena said. “And the
choice is not-a good one.

“1 tell them, ‘Your choice is you
can drop out-and live happily ever

after, Everything is successful. No

more school, You don’t have to get
up in the morning.

““Then you face reality: What
it's like to be without a job."”

Pena paints them a picture of
supporting a family on minimum
wage and a menial job while watch-
ing co-workers with diplomas being
promoted above them. The picture

DROPOUT_: Future is bleak

Ba

I should have stuck
it out. It’s hard.

- JUAN GUTIERREZ
Edgewood High dropout

isn't pretty.

“They gel an-earful before they
feave,” Pena said. “But these are

‘the kids who decide to come to my

office. These are the ones we ¢an
fight with. The others just quit.”

Juan said he quit over . the
school’s policy that prohibits stu-
dents from wearing steel-toed
boots.

“They are weapons,” Pena said,
adding that students caught wear-
ing them are sent home to change
shoesand asked to return. More of-
ten than not, Juandid not return af-
ter being sent home: Eventually, he
just stopped coming, even after the
school gave him a new pair of ten-
nis shoes to wear instead.

*They kept-sending me home,”
Juan said. “1'got tired of that. So 1
decided to stay home.”

Juan’s decision to leave the
classroom and join the unemploy-
ment line wasn't difficult. The path
had been forged by his family.

Juan said his father and mother
were dropouts, too. His father left
gchool in the third or fourth grade
to help support his family and now
is between jobs after finishing
three weeks of construction work
in Florida.

Juan's twin brother,
Encarnacion, dropped out in his se-
nior year at Edgewood after buying
his ceremonial cap, gown and ring,
only to discover that he needed an-
other half credit to graduate.

“They want me to go back just
for a mistake that they did,” said
Encarnacion, who now is studying
auto painting at Mansfield Business
School in San-Antonio.

“I'mi not going to do that. At least
I'm going to be the one in the fam-
ity to get a graduate certificate
{from Manslield).”

Last year, Juan's pregnant
girlfriend also dropped: out of
Edgewood. She eventually moved
in with Juan's family, where she
pays Juan's mother $150 a-month in
rent for her and Kevin Rene {o

_share Juan's tiny bedroom.

She pays Juan an additional $2
for gasoline each day if she misses
the bus and needs himto drive her
to the Gunter Hotel where she
scrubs toilets, makes beds and vac-
uums floors for minimum wage.

Juan's two friends left school and
found jobs with Coca-Cola Bottling
Co. of the Southwest and Triple §
Steel Supply, where high school di-
‘plomas aren't required.

A Coca-Cola spokeswoman said
jobs made avalilable to those with-
out high school diplomas involve
basic sales positions, stocking and
truck driving.

“He sees that they are making
good money, and he thinks he can
make big money,” said Encarna-
cion, who dreams of landing a job
in Hawaii that pays $150 to $200 a
day.

“If he wants'a good job, he's go-
ing to need a diploma. Right now,
he is doing nothing. He doesn’t
work. His girlfriend supports him. 1
guess he is justlazy,” Encarnacion
said.

Juan said he has applied at a
handful of places since dropping
out, Burger King, to cite one exam-
ple, never called him back,

“If they don't want me, I don't
want to work there,” he said, al-
though his home telephone has
been disconnected.

He picked up an application at
Triple S Steel Supply, but never re-
turned it. He has thought about ap-
plying at Bausch & Lomb Eye Wear
Division near his home, and decid-
ed not to apply to another business
because it was too far to drive,

several months ago, but decided
not to fill out an application after
he was told to apply through the
Texas Employment Commission,
and warned that it may ask for a
high school diploma.
Now -he is having second
thoughts-about stocking soda bot-
tles for §5 an hour.

“If they ask me, I'll tell them |
have a GED (General Equivalency
Diploma), but I'forgot to bring it,”
Juan said. “That's what my friend
did. That's what he said 1 should
do.”

But Pena has another suggestion,
He wants Juan to return for his

GED. ;
»Jyan was a good kid,” Pena

said. “That's what ‘makes it hard.
The problem is that they are look-
ing for short-term success They

“don’'t took long-term.”

Juan said he went to Coca-Cola.
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