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Purpose of this Paper
The purpose of this research is to present the stake holders of Alabama’s youth with a proven
option for decreasing the rate of youth dropping out of school in Alabama. The problem of
youth dropping out of school is defined, research presented on success of alternative dropout
programs within and outside of the State of Alabama, Alabama’s economic impact from drop‐
outs is addressed and a recommendation of funding the Helping Families Initiative (HFI) is
given. The research contained within this report will provide valuable insight to an option
available for providing the State of Alabama with decreased numbers of youth dropping out of
school. By reducing the number of youth dropping out of school in this state, Alabama
positions itself for a reduction in an economic impact Alabama currently experiences due to the
high dropout rate. Consequently, increasing the graduation rate in Alabama by effectively using
the HFI will not only lessen burdens by the citizens of Alabama but will help create hope and a
bright future for Alabama’s youth and their families.

Problem defined: Alabama’s Youth Dropping out of School
What does a high school dropout look like? How would one describe them? They come from
all walks of life, all economic backgrounds, all races, and nationalities. Just as there is no one
“type” of dropout, there is no one “why” youth drop out of school. Young people in the US
drop out of school for numerous reasons. Some of the main reasons that youth leave school
without earning a diploma include: academic difficulty and failure (this could include and is
often linked with being held back or having to repeat a grade), poor attendance, disinterest in
school, transition to a new school (this could include moving from middle school to high school
or a family move to a new area), and other life factors. The important thing to realize is that
the decision to drop out of school is rarely done on impulse. Normally, there is a long process
of absenteeism or academic difficulty or both before the youth makes the decision to leave
school altogether. Recognizing the warning signs and working with the family during this
period could help to reduce the number of high school dropouts in the State of Alabama.
According to the Southern Education Foundation, roughly 1 million American students begin
ninth grade each year, but only 70 percent of them graduate four years later. Each year, nearly
one‐third of all public high school students‐nearly half of all African Americans, Hispanics and
Native Americans‐fail to graduate from school with their classes (Silent Epidemic)
Alabama is far worse than the national average. Only about 60 percent of Alabama students
finish high school. A full‐classroom of students drops out of school every day in Alabama
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according to a 2008 study performed by the Southern Poverty Law Center. In every
independent analysis, Alabama ranks between 42nd and 47th in the nation in graduation rates.
(SEF). This pattern has persisted for over 25 years.

Economic impact of dropouts to Alabama
Alabama suffers greatly economically from drop‐outs generated by its current method of
addressing drop‐outs. Not only does Alabama suffer from the expense of directly supporting
drop‐outs and their families, Alabama does not gain revenue for the work or accomplishments
of most drop‐outs as they would if students completed school.
In Alabama families headed by a high school dropout, median income earnings declined by
nearly a third between 1974, and 2004. (Achieve). As wages decline, less revenue exists to pay
for education and social services, and the entire state economy slows. The Alliance for
Excellence in Education estimates that Alabama’s dropouts from Class of 2007 would earn an
additional $6.7 billion in their lifetimes if they had completed high school.
If Alabama were to decrease its dropout rate by 2 percent and then sustain that annual rate of
improvement over two decades, the state would gain more than $190 million in government
savings and revenues. If the state also increased by 2 percent annually the number of high
school dropouts who return to get a diploma, the net gains would approach $400 million (SEF).
If Alabama’s dropouts from the class of 2006 had graduated instead, the state could have saved
more than $245 million in Medicaid and expenditures for uninsured care over the course of
those young people’s lifetimes.
If Alabama high schools and colleges raised the graduation rates of Hispanics, African‐American,
and Native‐American students to the levels of white students by 2020, the potential increase in
personal income would add more than $2.1 billion to the state economy.
Increasing the graduation rate and college matriculation of male students in Alabama by only 5
percent could lead to combined savings and revenue of almost $53 million each year by
reducing crime‐related costs. (Alliance)
Alliance for Excellent Education translates in 2009, numbers to nearly 25,000 students did not
graduate from Alabama high school in 2008. The economic ramifications for these students
personally and for the state at large are: In terms of lifetime earnings, these 25,000 dropouts
will forego nearly $6.5 billion and will add $245 million to Alabama’s health care cost burden.
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According to the Schott Foundation, the annual economic burden to black achievement gap to
Alabama’s taxpayers is $454 million. In addition, the Foundation report included estimates of
the potential return on the state’s investing in closing the gap including potential net increases
in state revenue of $279 million. These estimates are based on a Columbia University study by
Henry M. Levin, PhD. which projects that over a lifetime, each additional high school student
would yield a public benefit of $209,000 in higher government revenues and lower government
spending.
The McKinsey & Company report on economic impact of achievement gap states that “on
average, African American and Latino students are roughly two to three years of learning
behind white students of the same age.” This gap exists regardless of how it is measured. The
report estimates that if this “learning gap” were narrowed it would have increased the US 2008
GDP between $310 and $525 billion.
The Alliance for Excellent Education estimates that in its new issue brief, “Paying Double:
Inadequate High Schools and Community College Remediation,” that Alabama spends almost
$24 million a year for two‐year colleges to teach recent high school graduates the basic skills
they should already know before starting college. The state loses another $29 million in lost
wages, according to the alliance, since students who start college but aren’t ready for it are
more likely to drop out without a degree, which considerably lowers their earnings potential.
Education Weeks report in 2008, “Diploma’s Count”, projected that the high school graduation
rate for the state in 2004‐2005 ninth‐grade class at 61.3 percent. The national average is 70.6
percent.
A study conducted by the Southern Education Foundation in 2007 highlighted the importance
of graduating. The study cited real economic consequences of drop outs effect on Alabama’s
economy. A high school dropout in 1956 made $.51 for every $1 that a college graduate did. In
2002, students who dropped out of high school made less than $.29 for every $1 the average
college graduate earned.
Based on the aforementioned research, Alabama has much room to improve its drop‐out rate.
It is not doing enough in addressing the high school dropout rate. Additionally, because of the
rate that Alabama students are dropping out, the state is losing billions of dollars in lost wages
earned that can be taxed and turned into revenue by the state. Alabama is increasing in funds
that it must pay to support students over a lifetime that drop‐out.
Effective Programs Found in Other States
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In determining what alternative approaches are being utilized by other states; a review of the
dropout rate data was conducted for school year 2006‐2007. A web based search for
information about dropout prevention programs was performed for states that had graduation
rates that were greater than 80 percent. Below you will find summaries for programs being
utilized in some of the top performing states; New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Minnesota and
Vermont. These states had graduation rates between 82.3 and 86.2 percent. A common
element in all of these programs is family engagement and early detection of students at‐risk of
dropping out. The New Jersey and Pennsylvania programs are similar in that the Attorney
General’s Office in each state plays an active role. A active role by the Attorney General’s office
is a concept that will become important in the final recommendation for Alabama.

New Jersey – (Average Graduation Rate 2006‐84.8 %)

•

The Governor’s Prevention Strategy for Safe Streets & Neighborhoods: Identifies the
issue of “Keeping Young People in School and Engaged” as the critical starting point for
successful prevention of youth and gang violence. Through the Office of Attorney
General, the prevention strategy is promoting coordination of all state youth and family‐
servicing resources and promoting the use of evidence based programs and strategies to
help young people succeed. Specific initiatives include implementation of truancy
reduction pilot programs, expanding jobs and workforce training opportunities for at‐
risk teen, and expanding out of school time opportunities.

•

The New Jersey High School Graduation Campaign, Forging New Jersey’s Cradle to
College & Workforce Pipeline for All Children:
o Ensure Strong Adult‐Student Relationships within the School and
Community: Positive relationships begin at home with mom, dad, grandparents, and
siblings, but they must also be present in all aspects of a young person’s life.
Successful schools and their partners should ensure that all of their students are
connected to as many positive, meaningful relationships as possible. Teachers,
coaches, mentors, peers, ministers, principals, and counselors are just some of the
many people in the community with whom students should have positive
relationships.
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o Maximize Parent and Family Engagement: Students and participants most
frequently cited parents and family relationships as the most important
indicators of student success. Schools and community partners should be
proactive in: (1) enhancing family skills and knowledge; (2) expanding avenues
for increasing positive interaction between parents and schools; and (3)
improving access of parents and families to support services.
o Schools and Classrooms Should be Places Where Children Want to Be, Where
They Feel Safe, and Where Their Minds are Fully Engaged: Beginning on day one,
all students should be met with the expectation that they can and will do well in
school, will ultimately graduate from high school, and will then have the option
to attend the college of their choice. High expectations and meaningful
engagement are at the heart of school and classroom culture and can also be
reflected by rigorous curriculum and instruction that appropriately and patiently
challenges students, instills high expectations, and turns minds onto a lifetime of
learning. It recognizes that sometimes “less is more.” It is also measured by the
quality and quantity of positive relationships for students with teachers,
coaches, peers, and many others. Personalization strategies designed to ensure
that students feel important, supported, and able to excel are vital. In all too
many communities, the real issue can be summed up by the following question:
Is the negative pull of the streets stronger than the positive pull of the
classroom? Schools and classrooms must do everything in their power to ensure
that students want to be there. Of course, this also means that schools and
classrooms should be places where teachers want to be, too.
o Employ Individualized Approaches & Considerations: Each student is an individual
with a unique array of characteristics, such as learning style, strengths, interests,
needs, family history, etc. Accordingly, emphasis on individualized approaches
must be ever‐present in teaching strategies, educational & career pathway
options, performance assessments, supportive services, data collection &
analysis, etc. Individualized approaches also require the engagement of parents
and families in meaningful ways. Attention to unique considerations for students
at greater risk of dropping out is critical and must factor into school approaches.
School leaders and their partners must demonstrate and employ cultural
competency on a number of different levels and should constantly be asking
what they are doing to ensure that foster youth and youth aging out of foster
care, immigrants, English language learners, special needs students, over‐aged
middle school students, under‐prepared high school students, teen mothers and
their children, and other high‐risk populations are receiving the support and
attention that may be required.
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o There Should be Appropriate Accountability and Incentives at All Levels of
Leadership for Ensuring that Students Stay in School and Graduate with a
Meaningful Education: Standardized test scores are and should remain an
important element of evaluation and accountability; however, room should be
made for school attendance, attachment, graduation rates, and student growth
to be deemed as important. Superintendents, boards of education, principals,
and teachers should hold themselves and each other accountable for high
graduation rates in their districts, schools, and classrooms. In turn, parents,
community members, business leaders, and many others should be accountable
to help. Providing for this degree of accountability ‐‐ with everyone from state
officials to superintendents to boards of education to teachers to students to the
community at large ‐‐ helps to foster the appropriate levels of expectation,
anticipated outcomes, and aligned action.
o Current and Future Resources Should Be Aligned with the Value of 100%
Graduation: If keeping all students in school and engaged is truly a priority – with
corresponding accountability – schools and districts should have budgets which
consistently reflect this priority. In addition to the obvious reasons for keeping
kids in school and engaged, there are economic reasons to do so as well. Districts
receive a per pupil amount in funding; when students drop out that funding is
lost. Keeping those students in school – and recovering those who have dropped
out – should mean restoration of that funding. This should be viewed as an
incentive for districts. Effective dropout prevention also requires innovative use
and alignment of existing financial resources as well as the strategic leveraging of
related resources. Schools and districts that are already spending a lot of money
without excellent results should examine their approach and consider change ‐‐‐
in some cases, dramatic change.
o Use Technology in a Myriad of Ways to Reach Children & Families and to Support
Educators: In many ways, technology is a continuous theme throughout these
guiding principles and through most of the strategies listed below. The term
“technology” in schools can have many different meanings in different contexts
and times. In general, technology should be used in a myriad of ways to reach
students and families, engage them in the classroom and curriculum in
innovative and creative ways, challenge and support teachers, and to help
schools and school systems to better communicate and be better organized.
o Use Data and Information Systems to Ensure Quality and Positive Outcomes for
Students: Effective schools and school systems rely on data to identify problems,
to develop solutions, and to better understand both the intended and
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unintended consequences of policy, practice and programs. Accurate data
collection at the state and local level is critically important to ensuring accurate
measurement of overall progress toward 100% graduation. It also helps to
ensure that student attendance, attachment, and achievement is monitored and
used to provide an early warning for school administrators to develop
intervention strategies that can prevent a child from dropping out in the short or
long run. As previously noted, it also means that districts are collecting and
analyzing data in a manner that reflects the true dropout rate in their schools.
o Develop Leadership within Schools and Communities and Provide for an Array of
Training Opportunities: Making 100% graduation a priority and achieving real
results requires focused leadership on multiple levels, ranging from state officials
to boards of education to building‐level principals to community partners to
parents and, of course, to students themselves. Establishing this expectation
requires strong and sustained communication, appropriate training, and
accountability. The New Jersey Department of Education’s Office of Leadership
Development has already taken important steps to design programs for school
leaders who aspire to become transformative facilitators of change. Collectively,
we should work together to provide for appropriate multidisciplinary forums,
especially with school and community leaders and stakeholders from high
dropout rate districts.
o Employ Comprehensive Approaches which Require Strong Community‐ School
Partnerships: Keeping children in school and engaged is everyone’s
responsibility. Of course, schools happen to be one potentially powerful vehicle
for effectuating this goal. While dropout prevention most often requires a school
centered approach, responsibility rests not only with schools, but also with a
broad range of community partners. This is true because students drop out of
school for a wide‐range of reasons – not simply because school is not challenging
or boring. Successful dropout prevention will be realized only when schools and
districts are effectively partnering with parents, non‐profit and faith‐based
organizations, corporations & businesses, and other local government agencies
in a coordinated and effective manner. School‐level leaders and their community
counterparts should understand and learn how they need each other and how
they can work together in constructive fashion. Partnerships which offer quality
after school, enrichment, and mentoring programs; career‐focused internship
and work experience; curriculum expertise; financial resources; and social and
health services are simply a few of what should be limitless possibilities. Effective
partnership often requires opportunity for community partners to assume
leadership roles in and with schools and to take a proactive active role in
strategic planning alongside school leaders. Exciting and innovative options like
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full service community schools, the Broader Bolder Approach, and other
symbiotic community‐school concepts should be explored, especially in schools
and districts in need of dramatic change.
o Fortify the Entire Pipeline from Cradle to College: An effective 100% graduation
strategy begins before birth and continues to and through high school
graduation, until the cycle begins anew when a student ultimately becomes a
parent. Too often, people think dropout prevention strategies should focus on
students who are in or about to enter into high school, or that they should only
focus on the students who are already in the process or at risk of dropping out.
In fact, dropout prevention should begin as early as possible – with education for
parents – and continue throughout the journey of every single child in the pre‐k
through 12 school system (and beyond). Dropout prevention is not any one
program, system, or strategy. Rather, it is a broad and comprehensive approach
that should be reflected in many different ways throughout the pipeline. The
pipeline must lead to positive educational and career opportunities.
o Provide Choice, Options, & Innovation: Students and parents should have a
variety of options at the classroom, school, district, and city levels. Within
classrooms, instruction should be varied and differentiated to meet the learning
styles and preferences of students. Within schools, students should be
encouraged to take an active role in their education and explore options relating
to personal and career interests, experiential learning opportunities, etc. Within
districts, options should be available for different types of schools, especially at
the high school level and including “small” and “alternative” school options with
an understanding that alternative options should be equal options. Within a city
or region, choice and options is meant to include traditional public, charter, and,
in some cases, private schools. Collectively, the best of different approaches
must be shared in order to promote innovation and spur positive change that
benefit as many children and families as possible.

Pennsylvania ‐ (Average Graduation Rate 2006‐83.5 %)
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•

After‐School Programs: After‐School programming such as 21st Century Community
Learning Centers builds student resiliency and increases student academic performance,
which often results in improved school attendance. After‐school programs are critical to
children and families today, and unfortunately the need is not being adequately
addressed. In communities today, 14.3 million children take care of themselves after the
school day ends, including almost four million middle school students in grades six to
eight. Just 6.5 million children are in after school programs ‐ but the parents of another
15.3 million children say their children would participate in after school ‐ if a program
were available.

•

Alternative Education: Alternative Education for Disruptive Youth Programs, funded by
the Pennsylvania Department of Education, are designed to provide intense,
individualized instruction and behavior counseling to students who are "disruptive" in
the regular classroom. The program can include many program interventions ‐ such as
counseling ‐ to help pinpoint the cause of behavior issues, such as truancy, and provide
supports or assistance to the students and their families. Alternative education
programs provide an individualized academic program for each student. Much of the
curriculum is self‐paced and students can learn at their own ability rate and method.
They are more rapidly engaged because teachers make accommodations with multiple
teaching styles that may include experiential learning and community service.

•

Club Ophelia: Club Ophelia is an after school program that takes place once a week for
90 minutes over a twelve week time period. Two adult directors with counseling
backgrounds, a community volunteer, 5‐6 high school junior mentors, and 30 middle
school girls participate in an arts based curriculum designed to overcome relational
aggression.
1) The first step is to EDUCATE about relational aggression using stories that illustrate
female bullying. Girls then share bullying situations from their own lives, and create role
plays that act out the hurtful behaviors they have seen or been involved in.
2) The next step is having girls RELATE the information on relational aggression to their
own lives, by examining the relationships the girls have or want to develop, looking at
what makes someone a friend, and discussing what qualities each girl brings into her
relationships with peers. Each group of girls is asked to “replay” their original situations
using two alternative endings that show a positive outcome.
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3) The final step is to ask the girls to INTEGRATE what they have learned into their lives,
and to think about how they could help another girl who is a victim or a bully.
21st Century Community Learning Centers (CCLC): The 21st CCLC Program provides an
opportunity for students and their families to continue to learn new skills and discover
new abilities after the school day has ended. The focus of this program, re‐authorized
under Title IV, Part B, of the No Child Left Behind Act, is to provide expanded academic
enrichment opportunities for children attending low performing schools. Tutorial
services and academic enrichment activities are designed to help students meet local
and state academic standards in subjects such as reading and math. In addition 21st
CCLC
Programs provide youth development activities, drug and violence prevention
programs, technology education programs, art, music and recreation programs,
counseling and character education to enhance the academic component of the
program.

Minnesota – (Average Graduation Rate 2006‐86.2 %)

Minnesota Department of Education Dropout Prevention Initiative: Dropout Prevention
Strategies and Programming. The following pages list programming and strategies that are
being used by seven participating districts (high school and middle school level) in the MDE
Dropout Prevention Initiative. For each strategy area, programs are listed, along with the level
of intervention (universal – for all students; secondary – for some students with identified risk;
or tertiary – for relatively few students showing clear risk of dropping out of school) and desired
impact. The Minnesota Department of Education’s (MDE) Dropout Prevention Initiative is
utilizing ten effective dropout prevention strategies (identified by the National Dropout
Prevention Center) as a framework that can be used to assist educators, administrators,
community members, and parents with promoting student engagement in school and raising
rates of graduation. Emphasis is placed on tailoring programming within the strategy areas to
meet community, school and student needs.
The strategies include:
1. Professional Development
2. School‐Community Collaboration
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3. Family Engagement
4. Safe Learning Environments
5. Active/Individualized Learning
6. Literacy Development
7. Mentoring/Tutoring
8. After‐School Opportunities
9. Service‐Learning
10. Alternative Schooling

Vermont – (Average Graduation Rate 2006‐82.3 %)

•

Roots of Success: The Vermont Department of Education, with the help of an advisory
panel representing K‐12 schools and higher education, studied what it takes for
schools—and therefore students, particularly low‐income students,—to succeed. A
combination of quantitative and qualitative research methods was employed to identify
the characteristics common to effective schools. Through a large‐scale survey of more
than 2000 Vermont teachers in 87 schools across the state as well as intensive site visits
to three schools that are “beating the odds” (schools whose Reading and Mathematics
scores on state assessments defy expectations and exceed those of other schools with
similar demographics), the panel discovered a set of attitudes and beliefs as well as
specific school practices that are associated with student, particularly low‐income,
success. These characteristics form the foundation for school effectiveness and are
essential to ensuring that all children, regardless of background or socioeconomic
status, reach their full potential.
1. High expectations
Effective systems believe that all students can succeed.
2. Continuous improvement
Effective systems take responsibility for students’ achievement and therefore
work to continually improve their own practice.
3. Leadership
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Effective systems are guided by strong leadership.
4. Use of data
Effective systems use data in an ongoing way to provide feedback to staff as well
as monitor and support students.
5. Professional teaching culture
Effective systems establish a professional teaching culture that supports high‐
quality instruction.
6. Student supports
Effective systems have a comprehensive and highly functioning support system
in place to address students’ academic, emotional, behavioral, and social needs.
7. School climate
Effective systems create a supportive climate that makes all students, as well as
adults, feel valued and safe.
8. Family engagement
Effective systems build constructive relationships with families and involve them
in their child’s learning.

Effective, Non‐HFI Programs in Alabama
Research of several counties in Northeast Alabama indicated that all have some type of truancy
policy in‐force, however, very few counties enforce their policy. The truancy programs in the
school systems in these counties work in many different ways. In Alabama, there is no standard
for ensuring truancy is addressed by each school system, nor is there currently one mechanism
in place to monitor and effectively combat truancy statewide. As it stands now, each school
system that has a truancy program has to determine what will work for them through trial and
error. Not all school systems in Alabama are positioned to effectively create a school truancy
program within their system due to the lack of personnel, funding or interest.
Marshall County
It has a program to help with truancy that actively involves the Juvenile Probation Office.
Starting from Kindergarten thru 12th grade, truant students are given one warning. Any of
which, the student must begin a discipline based program. A more drastic measure for
addressing discipline problems that cause truancy in Marshall County is youth “boot camp”.
Furthermore, parents of truant youth can face jail time as well for their children(s) actions.
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According to Stacie S. Jenkins, a Juvenile Probation Officer with Marshall County, there are
other, less drastic programs in Marshall County that address truancy in the school system.
Jackson County
It has implemented a program at Pisgah High School called the Hybrid Schedule. Students
reduce each regular class meeting by several minutes. This allows for additional class time for
all students. The struggling students are allowed the allotted saved time, three days a week, for
remedial classes to include instruction on graduation exams. This allows for credit recovery and
time for make‐up classes missed. It also eliminates instructional interruptions. The Advanced
students use this time for Advanced Placement classes taken online. It will also allow students
to take enrichment type classes such as scholars bowl, math team, debate, as well as many
others. Average students are also offered opportunity to advance themselves academically.
Other non‐traditional classes are offered such as outdoors, photography, fishing, scrabble.
Since implementing this program at Pisgah High School no senior has failed to receive a diploma
due to the graduation exam. The ASA scores were also above 90% in each grade level.
According to the staff and the students at Pisgah High the program definitely works. (PHS)
Other school systems are looking at the hybrid program that Pisgah High School has
implemented. According to an article in The Gadsden Times, Etowah County High School in
Attalla implemented the hybrid school schedule in January 2010 and modeled there schedule
after Pisgah High School. Even though these school systems may be looking into the student
dropouts in different ways they both show some promise of providing some guidance to youth.

“Helping Families Initiatives” in Alabama
The Mobile County Public School System is the largest school system in the State of Alabama.
With the support of the Mobile County Public School System, the District Attorney’s Office
created a partnership with the schools in an attempt to provide intervention and services to
truant and other at‐risk children and their families. The goal was to prevent truancy and
disruptive behavior in children.
Through extensive research by the Mobile County District Attorney’s Office and the Mobile
County Public School System it was determined that truancy is linked to educational failure in
youth years and drastically increasing the likelihood of dropping out of school. Guided by these
findings, the Mobile County District Attorney and the school system initially focused on
preventing truancy by creating the “Make the Right Choice” Early Warning Truancy Prevention
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Program, which brought habitually truant students and their families into a courtroom for a
program led by a prosecutor and supported by school truancy officers. Although effective, this
program did not get to the root of the problem: the family and home life of the truant student.
In 2003, the Mobile County District Attorney (DA) gave birth to the Helping Families Initiative
(HFI). The HFI program is a framework for identifying and offering intervention services
through an array of community resources. The DA formed partnerships with local agencies in
an HFI team which included the school system, social services, faith based community, mental
health, community service organizations, local police and other local agencies. The major
responsibility for implementing, managing, and evaluating the outcomes of this initiative lies
with the DA’s office.
HFI is designed to provide early intervention to youth who are truant or who are suspended for
committing serious violations of the Student Code of Conduct. By design, the student’s
behavior triggers the intervention. The process consists of four major components:
•
•
•
•

Identify youth who are most at risk
Engage each youth and his or her family in discussing the need for change
Refer the youth and his or her family to the appropriate agency or organization and
deliver the services needed
Measure outcomes and report progress

Case officers working with the DA’s office use the North Carolina Family Assessment Scale to
assess the family situation and develop a case file. This tool is an assessment and measurement
of family functioning in the areas of environment, parental capabilities, family interactions,
family safety, child well‐being, social/community life, self‐sufficiency and family health to
develop target services to families.
The case file is then presented to the HFI team. Team members review cases to determine
what intervention is warranted. The team informs parents that their participation is NOT
optional. Parents or guardians are reminded that they are morally and legally responsible for
helping their child correct the misbehavior and become reinstated in school. The HFI program
makes clear to parents or guardians that they must take ownership of their parental
responsibilities and offers families the assistance they need to accomplish this goal.
In schools, educators are overwhelmed. Teachers and principals are often left to their own
devices without community support in dealing with school discipline problems. Despite the
promising programs implemented in Alabama’s schools, such as increased dropout age and
graduation coaches, the home is the root of most problems which manifest in schools.
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Educators have no jurisdiction or authority to enforce any participation of improvements in the
home situation. This is where one of the attributes of the DA’s HFI program can be successful
because‐ they have legal enforceability that the schools just do not have.
In Mobile County, the biggest proponent of the HFI program has been the school system
superintendent’s office. This program is a K‐12 program. While the largest drop‐out age group
is ninth graders, many of the problems of those ninth graders may have started years earlier
(See Appendix A for samples of case studies).
The Mobile County HFI program has been used as a model by various District Attorneys and
school districts throughout Alabama. Some systems have adopted variations of this program
which are tailored to each system. The systems most researched for the purpose of this project
in addition to Mobile County were Autauga/Elmore Counties, Tallassee City Schools,
Montgomery County and Lowndes County.
A representative of the Autauga/Elmore school system learned of Mobile County’s HFI at a
speaking engagement featuring Mobile County District Attorney John Tyson.
The
representative approached the local District Attorney Randall Houston about implementing the
program in his district. Through a combined effort of support and resources between the
District Attorney and Superintendent’s Office the Autauga/Elmore Helping Families Initiative
was put into place in Autauga and Elmore Counties as well as Tallassee City Schools in
September, 2007.
The Autauga Elmore HFI staff consists of a Director and two case officers. With limited space in
the District Attorney’s Office, the HFI team is located in office space provided by the local
Superintendent of Education. The Autauga Elmore HFI receives referrals from the schools for
students with seven or more unexcused absences and for suspensions or repeated disciplinary
actions. The staff performs a home assessment and develops a plan tailored to the needs of
the individual student and family and contacts various organizations in the community with
resources needed to assist the student and families.
Schools in the Autauga Elmore district are located both in urban and rural areas, therefore the
needs of students and their families may vary greatly according to the location of the home or
school. As a result of frequent visits to homes and contact with families, the case workers are
able to create a partnership not only with the community, but with the families.
It did not take long for the Autauga Elmore HFI to become widely accepted within the school
system and community. At the end of the 2008/2009 school year, a survey was completed by
every Autauga County school that HFI has received referrals from. The results of the survey are
overwhelmingly positive. A copy of this survey is provided in Appendix B.
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Montgomery County’s District Attorney Ellen Brooks created a version of HFI, which is referred
to as Helping Montgomery Families Initiative (HMFI). HMFI began providing intervention and
prevention services to Montgomery Public Schools students and families in February, 2008 as a
pilot program in 10 schools. The program expanded to all schools in March, 2008. During the
first year of service, over fifty partnerships were created for the purpose of coordinating
students and families to existing services in the community. The students targeted were those
students who received suspensions for serious disciplinary infractions as defined by the
Montgomery Public Schools Code of Conduct.
If a student receives more than one suspension the HMFI case officer assigned completes a
family assessment. The case is then presented to a Multi‐Disciplinary Team for the purpose of
assisting with an individualized intervention plan. The Multi‐Disciplinary Team includes
representatives from fourteen community organizations who meet on a weekly basis to assist
with the development of individual plans for the students and their families. A comprehensive
listing of organizations that comprise the Multi‐Disciplinary Team are listed in Appendix C.
The success of HMFI has prompted Montgomery Public Schools to create a pilot program to
combat alarming truancy levels in three Montgomery schools. This pilot program will begin in
the 2010‐2011 school term. The participating schools will send referrals for students with five
or more unexcused absences to HMFI. A comprehensive assessment of the family unit will take
place and the student and families will work with the Multi‐Disciplinary Team in the same
manner that is currently in place for suspended students.
The Lowndes County HFI began serving students and families in Lowndes County in 2008.
Funding for the program was provided entirely by the Lowndes County District Attorney. Office
space was provided by the local Board of Education. The program faced challenges such as a
lack of acceptance by school officials, family resistance and funding. Unfortunately, the lack of
funding caused the Lowndes County HFI to be discontinued in June, 2010.
As set out in §16‐28‐12, Code of Alabama, 1975, District Attorneys are required to vigorously
enforce the law to ensure proper conduct and required attendance by any child enrolled in
public school (See Appendix D). Through HFI programs implemented in only a few districts in
the State of Alabama, these District Attorneys have created an innovative and highly effective
way to address a responsibility of their offices.
The one common factor of the most successful HFIs programs is the collaboration between the
District Attorneys and the Superintendents of Education. Without both parties working
together for the good of the student, success of the program is hampered. In each successful
program the District Attorney and the Superintendent welcomed the collaboration, involved
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the community and combined resources in an effort to identify and intercept Alabama students
headed toward an unsuccessful experience in public school.
Of the districts in Alabama that have tried and failed to implement HFI Programs, all of them
lacked an obvious collaborative effort among the local parties. Misconceptions in the
community, concerns over job territory and general lack of understanding of the program are
common. With funding and resources originating from a single source, it is difficult for multiple
organizations to feel the sense of partnership that is fostered in programs with combined
resources.
Although the HFI Programs researched are all fundamentally the same, they are individually
unique. The collaborative efforts of District Attorneys and Superintendents working to create a
program tailored to suit the needs of a specific district and the resources therein have proven
to be far superior to a “cookie cutter” approach for all districts. These programs, despite
funding struggles, long hours and daily challenges remain firm in the belief that the student’s
home life is directly related to his or her successful completion of school.

Recommendation Addressing Alabama’s Drop‐out Rate: “The BRIDGE”
Education is the key to success for our children and communities. Many children face
challenges on a daily basis that impede their ability to be successful in school. It takes a
community to ensure that our children are provided with a safe and secure environment to
learn through the use of efficient, effective continuum of interventions that can be tailored to
the needs of the child and the family utilizing all of the judicial, prosecutorial and social service
assets in the community. Children who are given the necessary resources to enhance their
ability to attend school regularly and to achieve some success are less likely to enter the
juvenile justice system.
The BRIDGE is a collaborative effort that will be lead by the District Attorney in partnership with
the local school board. The collaboration will include local law enforcement, healthcare
professionals, mental health, social services, juvenile justice agencies and other community
organizations with the primary charge of providing intervention services for suspended (but not
charged with a criminal offense) and truant students and their families. This program is
modeled after HFI –type programs in Mobile, Elmore, Autauga and Montgomery counties.
There are many key factors in the success of this program to include; adequate funding, law
enforcement authority and collaboration.
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Adequate funding of this program is essential to its success. Personnel and their benefits
should be funded through a source that would be least likely to be cut. The funding could be
routed to the District Attorney’s office for disbursement. The District Attorney’s office has been
charged to enforce section 16‐28‐12 of the Code of Alabama to ensure proper conduct and
required attendance by any child enrolled in public school. The District Attorney’s Office has
law enforcement power and jurisdiction with the ability to provide guidance and assistance
with non‐law enforcement hands.
As per the Code of Alabama section 16‐28‐12 the superintendent of education of the school
system that a child enrolled in public school fails to regularly attend or fails to properly conduct
himself or herself in accordance with the written policy on school behavior and results in the
suspension of the child, the suspension must be reported to the District Attorney’s office. The
school has 10 days to report the suspension. The personnel of the program will review this
report to determine suspensions for serious disciplinary infractions, habitual truancy and
determine if the child is already in the juvenile justice system. If the child is in the juvenile
justice system, then the child’s probation officer is contacted regarding the unacceptable
behavior.
For those children that meet the criteria of the BRIDGE program, the first letter of concern is
sent to the parents or guardians of the child from the District Attorney’s office. If no other
suspension or truancy occurs, no additional contact is needed. However, the student will be
tracked for the remainder of the school year by personnel of the BRIDGE.
If an additional suspension or truancy occurs, a letter of assessment is sent to the parents or
guardians of the child. An assessment of the family by personnel of the BRIDGE is required
utilizing the North Carolina Family Assessment Scale‐General (NCFAS‐G). This tool is an
assessment and measurement of family functioning in the areas of environment, parental
capabilities, family interactions, family safety, child well‐being, social/community life, self‐
sufficiency and family health to develop target services to families. Once the assessment is
complete, the case officer presents the assessment to a multi‐disciplinary team. The multi‐
disciplinary team should be comprised of personnel from local law enforcement agencies,
juvenile court system, public school system, public health department, human resources,
mental health authority, boys and girls club and counseling centers, to develop an
individualized intervention plan to address the families’ specific and unique needs and
strengthen the family as a whole by linking the family to services within the community. A
partnership with a diverse array of community service providers need to be developed to serve
as a source for referral for children and families.
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The Individualized Intervention Plan would be monitored for compliance and effectiveness by
personnel of the BRIDGE program throughout the remainder of the school year.

Funding for the BRIDGE Program
The number one goal and most logical source of regular funding is a line item on the Education
Trust Fund (ETF) earmarking funds for the Office of Prosecution Services (OPS) for
administrative costs including salary and benefits of at least a director and a case worker for
each judicial circuit. OPS could then administer funds at a certain rate per student in each
district.
This would provide an entity to hold a state‐wide position over the proposed BRIDGE Program
for administering funds while still allowing the District Attorneys in those districts to run their
programs according to their specific needs. OPS could also keep some of the administrative
funds to fill a position that would work to identify state level funding sources for the individual
programs allows local directors to solicit funds from locals who already are familiar with them.
The ETF funds would not be enough to cover every cost. The director of each circuit should
spend some time lobbying the local entities for funds and grants. The first place a district
director should begin lobbying for funds is with the local governments by asking that a portion
of the local money given to education be earmarked for a BRIDGE program. Our research
indicates any entity can donate funds or services regardless of this program’s link to a state
agency. The local directors may contact local charities, faith based organizations, individuals,
companies for donations of funds or charity services. The HFI can also open a membership as a
United Way entity. HFI programs can apply for local grants.
Funding for an HFI is a real possibility with the endorsement and backing of the DAs who lobby
for this program and also cultivate a desire for the program from educational superintendents.
Revenues in the State of Alabama are down, proration has been declared, school systems and
other state agencies struggle to meet financial obligations. Could there be a worse time to
suggest an additional line item on the Education Trust Fund Budget? Would it be more
affordable to the citizens of Alabama to bear the burdens of fellow citizens who failed to
complete school and are unable to sufficiently support themselves?
It has been estimated by the Mobile County HFI Director that the program in the largest school
district in the State of Alabama costs approximately five dollars per student in the system per
year. Five dollars per student is the cost of one lunch per student. While that amount does not
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allow for all of the furnishings, equipment or sufficient office supplies, it covers the
conservative salaries and nominal expenses for the dedicated personnel who enter the homes
of strangers and change their lives forever. If a case worker is able to save one student from a
lifetime on public assistance everyone benefits.
In the Autauga Elmore HFI office space there is one shared computer among a staff of three.
There are second‐hand lawn chairs for furnishings. Yet, from that less than lavish space
children are saved from hopeless situations and headed toward success.
In Montgomery County, the successes have led to additional pilot programs and plans to
continue to expand their valuable services to all school children in the Montgomery Public
Schools. Additional services require additional funds.
Each of these three HFIs are funded with a combination of resources. The one area where no
statewide standard of funding exists is in the basic area of salaries and benefits for the staff.
With salaries in some HFIs dependent upon grants and donations the programs will struggle
with continuity of staff, which ultimately affects the students and families who depend on them
as their hope for success. The directors of these programs are accomplished at fundraising but
more accomplished at changing lives.
With a state wide program in place and funding for at least a basic staff, the program directors
and case workers can spend more time in the homes and less time procuring funds. HFIs
located in economically depressed areas of the state will be able to offer their families the same
life‐changing services as HFIs in more economically fortunate areas of the state.
This investment will be an additional expense to the citizens of Alabama that has the potential
to reduce the dropout rate of Alabama students like no other program has. The result of the
investment is a self‐sufficient Alabama citizen capable of employment. Without the
investment, that same Alabama citizen will be unemployable and drain the coffers of the State
of Alabama for the duration of his or her lifetime. Which can the citizens better afford?

Summary
Whether a person is convinced by a written statement, a financial chart or common sense,
every person from every walk of life knows the importance of an education and the detrimental
effects of the lack of one. Statistics to substantiate the importance of an education are
overwhelming in every state in the nation.
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The Department of Education continues to make strides to implement new processes in schools
in an attempt to address the high school dropout problem in Alabama. Graduation coaches
have been placed in schools and the minimum required age for a student to leave school
without parental permission has been increased. Alternative programs are offered and
counselors are made available, yet the problem persists.
In discussing the problem of the high school dropout rate, it is impossible come to any
conclusion regarding the cause of this problem that does not include the home life of the
student. Yet, this is the area over which educators in Alabama have no jurisdiction. Educators
have a major influence in the life of the child until the school day ends. They have no influence
over the child when they are sent to homes which may be the source of the student’s likelihood
of failure, in many cases despite the parent or guardian’s best efforts.
The Mandatory School Attendance Act of 1927 requires that:
•
•
•
•

Parents must enroll their children in school
Parents must ensure children go to school
Parents must ensure children stay in school
Parents must ensure children behave in school

The Alabama Legislature went further in attempts to meet these requirements by
adopting §16‐28‐12, Code of Alabama, 1975, requiring all Alabama District Attorneys to
vigorously enforce school attendance laws. With this duty, the District Attorneys have the
jurisdiction to become involved in the lives of students in an area the schools cannot – the
home.
With the element of enforceability, unconcerned parents must accept the intervention. It is not
optional. At first glance, involvement of the District Attorney may appear to be a punishment
which surely will not help the problem. Upon further knowledge of the Helping Families
Initiative (HFI) implemented in a few counties of Alabama, it is overwhelmingly evident that it is
a law enforcement program performing as a social agency in most cases. Although there are
cases that include parental incarceration as a last resort if the parents refuse to participate in a
plan of success for their children, each HFI director will surely attest that those cases are
shadowed by the large volume of cases where parents or guardians welcomed intervention
with open arms and joyful tears of relief knowing someone was there for them.
Perhaps one must see the faces of the HFI directors when they speak of success stories.
Perhaps one must hear a young lady about to graduate and enter college tell of the days when
she was in a perpetual cycle of disruptive behavior in school to know that this program touches
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lives. Perhaps one needs to hear of a kindergarten student so aggressive that he physically
attacked a principal, but became a model student once his illiterate parent was taught how not
to overmedicate him.
Success stories don’t come easily. It is a fact that for this program to work there must be a hub
of collaboration among the District Attorneys, the Superintendents, local law enforcement and
local organizations. It is also a fact that just the right person must fill the shoes of a director
and a case worker. It isn’t a job for the insincere. It is a job for a person who can look into the
eyes of kids from kindergarten to the twelfth grade and convince those children that they are
worth the effort.
Funding is needed and while money isn’t the answer to everything, far more money goes
annually to the support of uneducated Alabamians than it will cost to place this program in
each judicial district of Alabama. This program needs a champion. It needs someone who will
see it for the near miracle that it is and convince the Legislature that it is worth consideration
for funding. Funding for this program will allow the students and the homes that are out of
reach of the education system to be reached.
The children of today are the elders of tomorrow. A disproportionate amount of them will
enter tomorrow without the armor of an education. No one organization or person can
prevent that from happening. A collaboration of all resources is imperative. It can work. It is
working now in a few counties in the State of Alabama. The model program suggested as a
result of this project is largely based on the success of the Helping Family Initiatives. It is
referred to as the Bridge Program because it can serve as a bridge to connect all school aged
children in Alabama to the intervention services and resources that are currently available to
only those served by an HFI. It is an opportunity to bridge the gap between the school and the
home and to lead the youth of Alabama to the success they all deserve.
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