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Abstract 

Latino youth are more likely than any other ethnic group to drop out of high school in the United 
States. Though some research has helped us understand the factors leading to dropout, very few 
studies have assessed Latino student’s opinions of services and factors that would help them stay 
in school (e.g., family, school, peers, and policies). This study presents the results of an in-depth 
survey of 501 Latino students in North Carolina public schools. Findings suggest that Latino 
youth drop out because of the difficulty of their school work, personal problems (e.g., pregnancy 
or problems at home), the need to work to support their family economically, and peer pressure. 
Students suggest improved academic and personal support in the form of tutoring, mentoring, 
after-school programs; improved English as a second language classes; and more Spanish-
speaking staff/teachers. Recommendations for intervention and policy are suggested. 
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New Arrival Communities 

An important demographic change in the United States in recent years has been the dramatic 
growth in the numbers of Latinos migrating to new arrival communities, such as Georgia, North 
Carolina, and Arkansas (Capps, Fix, Ost, Reardon-Anderson, & Passel, 2004; Dinan, 2005; 
Marotta & Garcia, 2003). There are important differences between states where Latinos have 
traditionally settled and lived for generations (e.g., California, Florida, New York, Texas) and 
some of the states where immigration has occurred more recently (North Carolina, South 
Carolina, Georgia, Tennessee, Arkansas, Alabama, and Nevada; Pew Hispanic Center, 2004). 
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The majority of these immigrants come from Mexico and have great economic necessity, limited 
formal education, limited use of English, and tend to accept low wage positions in the United 
States (Capps, 2009). In many cases, these difficulties are aggravated by the fact that many of 
these families arrive in new receiving communities that are financially, socially, and structurally 
unprepared to meet their needs (Stamps & Bohon, 2006). The case of North Carolina will be 
used as an example of the transitions and challenges being seen in many new arrival areas. 

Between 1990 and 2007, there was nearly a 10-fold increase in North Carolina’s Latino 
population, which grew from 69,020 to 643,333 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008), the largest growth 
over that period in the entire United States. Recent data from births in North Carolina project 
another 10-fold increase among the Latino high school student population from the current 
number of about 4,483 in 2008 to more than 57,000 in the year 2020 (Western Interstate 
Commission for Higher Education, 2003). These increases in North Carolina’s Latino high 
school population coincide with high rates of high school dropout. Research shows that only 
56% of Latino youth in North Carolina graduated from high school in 4 years in 2008 (North 
Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2009). 

Reasons for Latino Youth Dropout 

On the national level, many of the reasons for Latino dropout are correlated with socioeconomic 
status; indeed, when socioeconomic status is controlled for among racial and ethnic groups, the 
dropout rates become quite similar (Schmid, 2001). Still, despite many studies reporting on 
factors associated with not finishing school, much is unknown. One study of approximately 
9,000 North Carolina 9th graders showed that the most frequently provided reason for Latinos to 
drop out was “unknown,” or in other words, there was insufficient data to indicate why they had 
dropped out (Glennie & Stearns, 2002). Moreover, the North Carolina Department of Public 
Instruction uses “attendance” as a general category for dropout when no other codes are 
applicable, and this usually accounts for approximately 50% of the total rate. Though reasons 
Latinos drop out of school has not previously been well documented, in the subsequent sections 
we describe some of the more common  

factors. 

Individual youth factors. Four individual youth-related factors are often cited in recent research: 
supporting one’s family economically by working, having difficulty completing school work, 
experiencing personal problems (pregnancy or stressors at home), and peer pressure (Perreira, 
Harris, & Lee, 2006). First, among the most commonly reported reasons for Latino dropout has 
consistently been the desire to get a job (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Burke Morison, 2004; Glennie & 
Stearns, 2002; Perreira et al., 2006). For example, Perriera et al. (2006) found that early 
employment dissuaded more youth to drop out of school than any other factor they studied (such 
as generational poverty, teen pregnancy, delinquency, or limited higher education opportunities). 
The importance of contributing to one’s family (whether economically or in other ways) is 



central to collective cultural traditions and may thus cause value conflicts with individual 
activities such as schooling (Constantine, Kindaichi, & Miville, 2007; Dagenais, Montmarquette, 
& Viennot-Briot, 2007). However, in a recent report on youth in Oklahoma, early employment 
among youth was related to a sense of ambivalence toward the future because  

of not having the proper documents to find meaningful employment past high school (Cox, 
Shreffler, Schwerdtfeger, & Merten, 2010). Youth in this study related that with or without a 
high school diploma they were destined to a life of manual labor, making the choice of early 
employment more attractive then finishing high school. In fact, one study found that Latinos who 
do not see the benefit of completing a high school education (e.g., those that do not have access 
to postsecondary education because of their legal status) may become both “academically and 
socially disengaged from school” (Constantine et al., 2007, p. 262). 

Second, immigrant Latino youth commonly report that they struggle to complete homework and 
school assignments. The mobility associated with recent immigration and limited English 
proficiency make it difficult for Latino students to achieve in their classes and leads many to 
drop out (Glennie & Stearns, 2002; Perreira et al., 2006; Rumberger, 1995). These youth may 
become proficient in spoken English in a short period of time; however, many youth struggle 
with written and academic English usage (Hess, 2000). As such academic progress is much more 
difficult when studying and being tested in a second language. Schools in North Carolina and 
other new arrival communities vary in the amount and type of support provided to English as a 
second language (ESL) students to help them overcome these language related difficulties. Still, 
the research is not entirely clear on this point. At least one study of youth from North Carolina 
found that Latinos were less likely than the rest of the sample to cite academic or disciplinary 
reasons for leaving school (Glennie & Stearns, 2002). There is no doubt that academically 
disadvantaged students can still succeed; however, it requires the combination of time on task 
and caring adults who help the youths develop motivation, pride in their work, and efficacy for 
academic tasks (Aspiazu, Bauer, & Spillett, 1998). 

Third, personal problems are not limited to Latino students, but social difficulties may be 
intensified for immigrant youth. Among some of the most common issues, Latino youth rank 
highest in recent reports of teen depression, suicidal thoughts, sexual risk taking, and teen 
pregnancy (Eaton et al., 2008). For example, in recent years teen pregnancy has been shown to 
be higher among Latinas than any other ethnic group (Hamilton, Martin, & Ventura, 2007; 
Ventura, Abma, Mosher, & Henshaw, 2007). Although many schools endeavor to provide 
language-related services for such students, the presence of a Spanish-speaking or culturally 
literate counselor is less common (Smith-Adcock, Daniels, Lee, Villalba, & Indelicato, 2006). 
Counselors can help address academic, personal, career, and social issues and thus diminish 
students’ feelings of isolation or cultural conflict. Counselors could also serve as a bridge 
between the school and home environment, finding resources for students whose problems 
outside of school are affecting their ability to persist and progress. 



Fourth, as with all youth, negative peer affiliations play a significant role in the behaviors and 
decision making of Latino youth (Wall, Power, & Arbona, 1993). In general, research shows that 
youth with friends who have dropped out of school are much more likely to drop out themselves 
(Ellenbogen & Chamberland, 1997; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000). This is shown to be the case 
for Latino youth as well. Latino youth with friends who have left school are much less likely to 
experience academic success and complete high school (Hess, 2000; Velez & Saenz, 2001). 
Other research has shown that male youth are more susceptible to the negative influences of their 
peers than their female peers (Bámaca & Umaña-Taylor, 2006; Wall et al., 1993). Considering 
these previous studies, we would expect Latino youth in this study to report that peer pressure or 
negative peer relationships are a major factor in their peers’ dropout intentions. 

Family factors. Ecological theory suggests that individual behaviors are influenced by several 
rings of social structure, including family, school, community, and culture (Bronfenbrenner, 
1979). Dropout may also be examined through this lens, expanding the traditional focus on 
individual factors to include family, school, peers, local communities, states and national 
policies, and the interactions among those entities (Hess, 2000). Some of the family factors that 
are reported to influence Latino student drop out are family structure (single- or dual-parent 
households), parenting style (permissiveness), family economic status, parental level of human 
capital (education, training, work type, and experience), quality of neighborhood where the 
family resides, frequent moves or changes of school, and amount and quality of contact between 
parents and school (Lopez & Sanchez, 2000; Velez & Saenz, 2001). 

Research has pointed to the salient influence of parents on the academic success of Latino youth 
(e.g., Delgado-Gaitan, 1992, 1994; Plunkett & Bámaca-Gómez, 2003). Studies suggest that two 
factors essential to improving academic success and dropout prevention are parental involvement 
(Gonzalez-DeHass, Willems, & Holbein, 2005) and parental academic motivation (Alfaro, 
Umaña-Taylor, & Bámaca, 2006). In fact, one recent study found parent involvement was the 
single strongest predictor of Latino academic success (Zuniga, 2004). Parental involvement has 
been positively related to Latinos’ academic achievement, by means of parents’ high academic 
standards and expressed commitment to the benefits of education (Ceballo, 2004; Gándara, 
Larson, Mehan, & Rumberger, 1998). Ramirez (2003) demonstrated that immigrant parents 
desired to be a part of their children’s education but felt that schools did not listen to their needs. 
Latino parents on average have less experience in navigating the U.S. educational system and 
may be more reluctant to be involved in school environments as compared with the U.S.-born 
Latino, Caucasian, and African American parents (Pew Hispanic Center/Kaiser Family 
Foundation, 2004). School-family-community collaborations can be effective in improving 
school completion for Latinos, especially if a school counselor is able to form and maintain an 
effective partnership among the key parties (Dotson-Blake, Foster, & Gressard, 2009). 

Family mobility among Latinos is also a predictor of dropout. Latino families are more likely to 
move during their students schooling years (Rumberger, Larson, Ream, & Palardy, 1999). 
Glennie and Stearn’s (2002) study of youth from North Carolina compared Latino youth with all 



students in the sample and found that Latino students experienced more transience (6.4% 
comparedwith 16% of Latinos stating that they had to move) and were almost twice as likely to 
cite family as their reason for dropping out (4.8% vs. 8.4%). Despite the increased risks noted 
earlier, many Latino families have been shown to work together to make academic success a 
reality (Ceballo, 2004). 

School and structural factors. The environmental context of reception in new arrival states is 
critically important as structures may not be in place and individuals may be unaccustomed to 
interacting (Schmid, 2001). The relative isolation of new immigrant students (because of 
linguistic and cultural differences) means fewer opportunities for peers in the school to build a 
constructive social and educational environment (Dotson-Blake, Foster, & Gressard, 2009), 
which leads to decreases in institutional bonding and related drop out (Katz, 1999). 

Teachers may also be facing classroom dynamics that they were not prepared for, and their 
reactions could range from helpful to neutral to unhelpful. A recent unpublished doctoral 
dissertation discussed the importance of the school environment in the Latino dropout equation 
(Anderson, 2004). Anderson indicated that teachers and other school staff can exert an important 
influence when they hold high expectations for Latino students and communicate to students that 
they believe in their potentials. These culturally sensitive relationships were found to be key to 
preventing dropout in Anderson’s analysis. 

For school years 2001 to 2005, Latino students accounted for 57% of total growth in North 
Carolina public schools (Kasarda & Johnson, 2006). Many of these youth are native speakers of 
Spanish or another language, as demonstrated by the almost 400% increase in limited English 
proficiency students from 1994 to 2004 in North Carolina (Capps, 2009). Today, many schools 
in new arrival states lack sufficient support structure to accommodate the needs of Latino 
students, especially those with limited proficiency in English. Currently in North Carolina, 357 
teachers are offering ESL courses in public schools to 9- to 12th-grade students (this designation 
excludes courses such as math taught to English language learners). There are 588 public 
secondary schools, some with several such ESL teachers and some with none; conservatively, 
60% of the schools have designated ESL courses and teachers. Limited English proficiency 
learners are quite vulnerable to dropout, with a rate close to 30% by some estimates (Capps, 
2009). 

Other studies have demonstrated that a school’s Latino dropout rate is related to a school’s 
lowered expectations for Latino youth and limited cultural training (Falbo, 1996; Katz, 1999). 
Portes and MacLeod (1996) found that the structure of schools (few ESL teachers or bilingual 
staff, limited outreach to parents) had significant relationship with academic performance of 
Latino immigrant youth. Some ESL programs operate independently from the general school 
system and may generate a segregated structure for the students. School counselors and ESL 
instructors are the most likely advocates for new Latino immigrants but may not interact with 
each other or with regular classroom teachers enough to develop effective strategies or teamwork 



(Clemente & Collison, 2000). Other structural factors that are related to Latino high school 
completion, which are often lacking in new arrival states, include lack of school documents 
translated into other languages, few live translators to help parents interact, and limited outreach 
and/or advocacy for these youth (e.g., Falbo, 1996). 

Political and social climate influences. The current social climate in North Carolina is mirrored 
in the public schools. The contentious nature of the debate on immigration influences the 
perceptions of the students (of all backgrounds and cultural affiliations), teachers, administrators, 
and parents in the community (Stone & Han, 2005). An ethnographic study of Latinos in Hope 
City, North Carolina, noted that 

the most disastrous effects were at the high school level, where racism in the form of peer 
discrimination, institutional tracking, and inferior education for English language learners 
were rampant. Indeed the majority of Latino students were situated in the lowest tracks, 
and the unusually high dropout rate was under legal investigation. (Villenas, 2002, p. 20) 

A qualitative study that interviewed parents of Latino elementary students in a rural southeastern 
community elaborated on four factors that affected the children (Villalba, Brunelli, Lewis, & 
Orfanedes, 2007): (a) teacher or school characteristics (such as encouraging, respectful, 
collaborative, helpful), (b) academic experiences, (c) family/cultural traits, and (d) social factors 
(such as a small or transient Latino community, gang activity in school, hostility in the general 
community, and lack of support resources). 

Undocumented students in the United States face challenges to accessing higher education in all 
but 10 states (Frum, 2007). Currently, North Carolina is one of only three states in the nation 
where undocumented immigrant youth are not permitted to attend community colleges in the 
state, although the policy is under review (Zota, 2009). Previous to this decision in 2007, youth 
were allowed access, albeit paying out of state tuition. Community colleges are the venue of 
choice for many Latino youth; however, this and other legal and political decisions made in the 
state have made it more difficult for youth to gain access to the professional or educational 
opportunities they desire (Frum, 2007; Muñoz, 2009). Indeed, many Latino youth and their 
parents believe that college is not an option for them (Frum, 2007; Lagerwey & Phillips, 2003; 
Muñoz, 2009). 

Consequences of Dropout 

Individuals who drop out of high school may experience lowered aspirations, self-efficacy, and 
self-worth and are much more likely to live in poverty or experience other undesirable outcomes 
(e.g., substance abuse). Beyond the personal consequences to these students, the statewide 
economic impact of high school dropouts is staggering. In 2006, dropouts cost North Carolina 
7.5 billion dollars in lost income, amounting to an 11 billion dollar annual negative impact on the 
state’s economy (Gottlob, 2007). Substantial numbers of Latino youth in North Carolina will 
likely have decreased job prospects, heightened unemployment, and increased poverty in the 



future if dropout rates remain unchanged (Glennie & Stearns, 2002; Martinez, DeGarmo, & 
Eddy, 2004). Research has shown that youth who dropout of school are twice as likely to be 
unemployed, and for those who work, advancement is limited, the pay is low (the average high 
school dropout earns just 37 cents for every dollar earned by a high school graduate), and health 
insurance is not readily available (Rouse, 2005; Steinberg, Johnson, & Pennington, 2006). These 
staggering statistics point to the need for a further understanding of why recently immigrated 
Latino youth in new arrival states are dropping out of school and what preventative measures 
might have an impact. 

Little research has asked what youth think can be done to prevent their peers from dropping out. 
Lagerwey and Phillips (2003) have asked rural Latino youth what made it possible for them to 
stay in school, yet they did not explore directly what preventative measures could be taken to 
help at-risk youth stay in school. In order to gain a better understanding of what could be done to 
help Latino student stay in school, an in-depth descriptive approach was developed to investigate 
three applied research questions related to new arrival states (exemplified by North Carolina). 
First, what factors do Latino high school students in new arrival states such as North Carolina 
feel lead their Latino peers to dropout? Second, what services and factors do Latino youth feel 
will help prevent their peers from dropping out of school? Third, what policy and structural 
implications do these findings present to leaders in states similar to North Carolina? 

Method 

Sample and Procedure 

In order to gain a clearer understanding of the issues that Latino youth are facing in North 
Carolina schools and to assess the reasons why youth feel their peers are dropping out, ESL 
teachers were sent a six-page survey to be completed by Latino students in their class. 
Approximately 36 teachers received the survey 2 weeks prior to the 2008 Hispanic Achievement 
Conference organized by the North Carolina Society of Hispanic Professionals because they had 
expressed interest in attending the event. Teachers were asked to have their students bring the 
surveys with them to the conference in exchange for the opportunity to win a computer. 
Approximately 524 Latino 6th to 12th graders from 36 school districts returned surveys. Twenty-
three surveys were more than 50% incomplete and were discarded. Complete data were provided 
by 218 males and 283 females (N = 501). In general, students came from homes where Spanish 
was the primary language (83%) and where the participants described differences in the level of 
English fluency between the parent generation (approximately 60% rated their parents’ English 
speaking ability as not at all or not very well) and the student generation (approximately 70% 
rated their own English speaking ability as fully fluent or very well). The large majority of the 
sample was first-generation Latino students (90%; with the majority of Mexican origin), and 
though there was variation in the number of years students had lived in the United States, half of 
the students reported that they had lived in the United States for less than 6 years. All survey 
responses were confidential; researchers accessed the de-identified data after they were collected 



by North Carolina Society of Hispanic Professionals. Institutional review board approval was 
granted to use the data on the basis of secondary analysis of an extant data set. 

Measures 

Three professional bilingual, native Spanish-speaking project staff translated the survey 
materials from English to Spanish. Participants on average took 30 minutes to complete the 
survey, and youth who completed the survey were given a chance to win a laptop. The 
questionnaire involved 50 closedended and 11 open-ended questions, which assessed for general 
demographics, parent engagement, peer support, teacher/staff support, factors leading to dropout, 
and factors preventing dropout. Though some of the sets of questions in the larger survey were 
used or adapted from published measurement tools, this study only uses seven questions that 
were created to address the current research questions. Our seven questions (described below) 
focus on students’ perceived reasons for drop out and factors students believe will prevent 
dropout. 

Reasons for dropping out. Three questions offered the youth opportunities to describe what they 
believed led their peers to drop out. One multiple select question asked, “What are the main 
reasons that you know of or believe to be the cause of students dropping out of school?” Students 
could select up to four of eight prescribed reasons that described why their peers were dropping 
out of school or could write in their own response. A second multiple select question asked, 
“What are the problems/dangers that you face at school, if any?” Again, participants could 
choose up to four reasons from eight answer choices that were provided or write in their own 
reason. A third open-ended question explored Latino youths’ perceptions of factors that made it 
harder for their peers to graduate from school (“What makes it hard for your peers to stay in 
school?”). 

Factors preventing dropout. Four questions (two open-ended and two multiple select) were used 
to assess the kinds of services and factors youth felt would help prevent their peers from 
dropping out of school. One item inquired about specific services (“What kind of services and/or 
classes would help prevent students from dropping out of school?”). A second more broadly 
phrased question asked youth, “What do you think could be done to prevent youth from dropping 
out of school?” Third, youth were asked to use a 3-point Likert-type scale to address “How 
important would it be to have certain services/classes offered in order to prevent students from 
dropping out of school?” Finally, a multiple select question asked, “What kind of services and/or 
classes would you like to be offered in order to help you as a student?” Participants could choose 
up to three from five responses that were provided or could write in their own idea. 

Data Analyses 

The demographic and closed-ended survey question data were analyzed using simple descriptive 
statistics. The open-ended questions were analyzed using analytic induction and constant 
comparison methods, allowing patterns, themes, and categories to emerge from the data 



(LeCompte & Priessle, 1993; Patton, 1990). To begin the data analysis process, the research 
team independently read the survey responses. Responses were grouped for each question by 
recurring concepts, and then the identified concepts were refined into initial categories. Once the 
categories were agreed on, team members independently reread the survey responses, noted 
recurring themes, and identified common elements. After team members independently coded 
the transcripts, they met to review coding and arrive at agreement about the coding of the data. In 
the few places where coding differed, we deliberated until a consensus was reached for each 
response. Frequencies of themes are reported in the following section because of the large 
number of responses. 

Results 

What Are the Main Reasons That You Know of or Believe To Be the Cause of Students 
Dropping Out of School? 

In response to the multiple select questions about the main reasons that led their peers to drop 
out, 75% of the students checked “personal reasons (pregnancy, problems at home)” as one of 
the four possible choices for why their peers drop out of school. The second most commonly 
selected reason was that the peer had “academic struggles (bad grades),” at 54%. The third most 
frequently reported reason (50%) was “wanted to work.” Other responses participants chose to 
explain their peers’ decisions included to help their families economically (48%), peer or friend 
influence (47%), and not feeling like a part of the school (32%). Girls as compared with boys in 
the sample differed in their beliefs of which reasons lead their peers to dropout: personal reasons 
(81% vs. 68%), academic struggles (50% vs. 58%), and not feeling a part of the school (46% vs. 
18%). 

What Are the Problems/Dangers That You Face at School, If Any? 

Most students (51%) selected “discrimination/racism from other students” as the major problem 
they faced at school. The next most frequent problem was “violence/drugs/gangs,” at 42%. 
“Lack of English” (34%) was the third most highly rated problem, which appears to show that 
even students who rated their English fluency highly in the demographic portion of the survey 
had academic issues with language. “Peer pressure” was the fourth most common problem 
(29%), and the remaining responses were indicated by less than 20% of the students: 
discrimination from adults, lack of academic achievement, lack of support, and low teacher 
expectations. 

What Makes It Hard For Your Peers to Stay in School? 

The most commonly reported theme for this open-ended question was “difficulty in 
understanding or completing their school work” (22% or 104 youth responded with an answer of 
this type). A female student said, “There’s just too much work, and you can’t understand, and 
nobody cares about school whether they pass or not.” The next most frequently reported themes 



were “pressure to help their family economically” (68 youth, or 15%). One young man stated, 
“Some of my friends have or have tried to drop out due to lack of interest in their school work or 
because they want to work to support their families.” Peer pressure was another prominent theme 
(50 youth, or 11%). Another male student reported, “It’s their friends that they see having fun 
and doing what they want.” The next four themes were suggested by 36 to 45 students (8% to 
10%): no true interest in school, gang involvement or drugs, misunderstandings at home, and 
discrimination by peers and teachers. Though less frequent, the response “becoming pregnant” 
also occurred (25 youth or 6%). 

What Kind of Services and/or Classes Would Help Prevent Students From Dropping Out of 
School? 

The most often reported suggestion was academic support in the form of tutoring, mentoring, and 
after-school programs (indicated by 113 students or 28%). Students suggested: “A tutor who can 
assist them at their convenience this way they wont have an excuse not to study” and “Activities 
or clubs that are fun and would get students involved and interested in their education.” The next 
most common was students’ suggestion to have improved ESL classes and more Spanish-
speaking staff (indicated by 63 students, or 16%). Another 60 students (16%) reported that they 
thought improved communication with teachers/faculty would improve their peers’ likelihood to 
stay in school. One young lady reported, “Teachers need to learn to at least listen to them.” 
Motivation and support from teachers or staff was chosen by 49 students (13%), and having 
classes that students enjoy more or potentially lead to a profession was chosen by 46 (12%). 
About 9% of the students (33) indicated having more information about the consequences of 
dropping out, and 23 students (6%) reported that “other” factors such as involvement in 
extracurricular school activities or increased parent-teacher communication would help reduce 
their peers’ dropout intentions. Interestingly, a total of 377 students (75%) mentioned areas 
directly related to the quality of their educational and interpersonal experience (i.e., tutoring, 
Spanish-speaking teacher, teacher support/motivation, relevant classes). 

How Important Would It Be to Have Certain Services/Classes Offered in Order to Prevent 
Students From Dropping Out of School?  

The large majority of youth in the sample (80% of youth) reported that they felt dropout 
prevention programs would be very important, whereas only 1.5% felt such services would not 
be important, and 18% felt they would be somewhat important. 

What Kind of Services and/or Classes Would You Like to Be Offered in Order to Help You as 
a Student? 

Fifty-two percent of the youth in the study selected tutoring as the key to helping them succeed 
as a student. In addition, 44% indicated the importance of after-school programs, followed by 
motivation/support programs (40%) and help with English (38%). 



What Do You Think Could Be Done to Prevent Youth From Dropping Out of School? 

When asked an open-ended question about what should be done to address the Latino dropout 
problem, 143 students (39%) indicated that the schools should provide more support (e.g., 
encouragement from teachers, more Spanish speaking teachers, time to speak with counselors). 
Support seemed to span both academic and personal realms, with comments such as “make them 
feel more welcome and part of school” and “having people that can help the students so that they 
can solve their problems.” Youth shared things such as “Need lots more support from parents 
and teachers” and “Give them a lot of support motivating them to keep going forward.” Sixty-
nine students (18%) said that after-school programs or special tutoring services should be 
provided. For example, one youth shared, “Help them with their classes by having a special kind 
of program or class that could help them or advice them what good opportunities could they have 
done without dropping out of school.” Fifty-three students (14%) suggested someone should help 
those peers with their goals, and 43 students (11%) reported that their peers needed increased 
parental involvement (e.g., better communication with school staff, parental support in 
academics). Students reported, “Talk with the parents and students about problems and make a 
plan,” “More support from mother and father,” “Help them when they need the help, and start 
talking to their parents” (implying that school staff could do more to connect with Latino 
parents). 

Discussion 

The goal of this study was to investigate Latino youth’s perceptions of why their peers drop out, 
as well as what they think could be done to encourage their peers to stay in school. Five reasons 
that this sample of Latino youth gave for why their peers dropped out included (in order of 
importance) the following: personal reasons (pregnancy or problems at home), difficulty of 
school work, wanting to work, supporting one’s family economically by working, and peer 
pressure. In the following we comment on each. 

First, the importance of family relationships and connections with others was an underlying 
theme in the responses of these youth. Approximately 75% of the students (81% females) on the 
multiple select question marked personal reasons (with examples of pregnancy and problems at 
home) as a factor causing their peers to drop out. From the open response qualitative data we 
learned that these personal reasons included pregnancy, misunderstandings at home, no parental 
support, family immigration/documentation issues, and parental job loss. These family factors 
when added together accounted for more than 35% of the qualitative responses. Of these, Latinas 
mentioned pregnancy most often, with phrases such as “a lot of times they get pregnant.” Others 
have also identified teen pregnancy as a recurring problem among this ethnic group, which 
further confirms our findings (Hamilton et al., 2007; Ventura et al., 2007). 

Insights from qualitative responses clearly demonstrated that youth felt that parent involvement 
was an important strategy to help their peers stay in school. These findings paralleled work of 



many researchers who have found that parent involvement may be the most important factor 
predicting academic achievement among Latino youth (Alfaro et al., 2006; GonzalezDeHass et 
al., 2005; Zuniga, 2004). Youth suggested that parents are a big part of the solution with 
comments such as “You need to educate their families and tell their family that if their children 
graduate they would have a better future” and “Have meeting with their parents and talk to them 
about the importance of attending to school.” Clearly more efforts are needed to bridge language 
and cultural barriers to make parental involvement a reality for these youth. 

While the primary obstacle for school success was seen as personal problems by these youth, the 
primary solutions they suggested were all related to increased academic and interpersonal 
support. In collectivistic cultures relational constructs such as simpatía are key to success 
throughout life and may have particular salience for Latino youth navigating the demands of U.S. 
public schools. Simpatía is a cultural script that refers to the expectation of high frequencies of 
positive social interactions and low frequencies of negative social behaviors and is associated 
with seeking to promote harmony in relationships through being respectful toward others and 
avoiding conflict (Díaz-Loving & Draguns, 1999; Triandis, Marín, Lisansky, & Betancourt, 
1984). Being unaware of the presence of this cultural script may produces misunderstandings and 
problems among Latinos and non-Latinos. For example, Euro-American teachers in middle 
school may seem to be relatively more cold and aloof compared with elementary school teachers, 
making the transition into secondary education more challenging from a Latino cultural 
perspective and decreasing positive institutional bonds that buffer against dropout. 

Beyond the cultural differences between the Latino students and EuroAmerican teachers, there 
may be environmental differences that exacerbate the cultural difficulties. For example, changing 
of classrooms may not give the Latino student ample opportunity to develop the kind of 
interpersonal relationship that allows for feelings of support and the confidence to approach 
teachers with their problems. Additionally, Euro-American youth under the influence of a more 
individualistic cultural mindset may more frequently ask for help when they need it, while Latino 
youth may see this action as a lack of respect. More research is needed to uncover how complex 
cultural scripts interact with the environment to influence Latino youth behaviors. 

Still, survey results supported the conclusion that youth highly value teachers who they felt 
really cared about them and would “go the extra mile” for them. The word “support” was used 
repeatedly in the open-ended comments, often to bridge academic and personal concerns. The 
suggestions emerging from study participants had a common theme of desiring more connection. 
Particularly for individuals from collective cultural traditions, relationships that build connection 
and social capital can increase attachment to school and make dropout less likely (Brewster & 
Bowen, 2004). Relationships with adults (parents, counselors, and teachers) are protective assets 
that can lessen the impact of any “risk” related variables for students. 

Students also indicated that teachers, counselors, and other school staff could be leaders in 
helping them feel welcome and a part of the school, especially in light of the responses about 



some discrimination from student peers. We suggest that future efforts include support to help 
ESL teachers (and other teachers, counselors, staff, and resource persons working with Latino 
youth) learn to connect effectively with their students. Teachers who can demonstrate 
personalismo or highly personable relations with these youth and their parents (Lessard et al., 
2008) are needed. Because many teachers often indicate that time and work pressures make 
visiting with youth and families very difficult, we would suggest that teachers or counselors be 
granted more time for relationship-building activities (e.g., home visits, phone calls, field trips). 
This is particularly important for staff that works with high-risk youth. A school culture that 
values the contributions of family members and attempts to collaborate with them respectfully 
has been shown Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences 32(3)to have an impact on increasing 
positive outcomes and reducing risk (DotsonBlake et al., 2009). 

Students indicated the need for more Spanish-speaking staff, counselors, and teachers, as well as 
improved communication between youth and school staff. This suggestion compliments the 
recommendations of Excelencia in Education, a public policy institute based in Washington, 
D.C., that published a report titled “What Works for Latino Students” (Santiago & Brown, 
2004). This report outlines two ways in which communication might be improved between 
Latino youth, their parents, and school staff. First, participants expressed a need for teachers and 
staff with whom they can identify, those who come from a similar culture to them, and those 
who understand what they are experiencing. They indicated that this would help them feel more 
comfortable in their school and better understood by those in their school. Similarly, students 
reported that they needed more support and help understand (a) what options were available to 
them beyond high school, (b) information on how to get to college, and (c) details about 
scholarships. These are roles often fulfilled by school counselors, most effectively by focusing 
on students’ assets and not their perceived deficits (Robledo Montecel, Cortez, & Cortez, 2004). 

The differences across these relational contexts can be confusing for an adolescent who may also 
be working through stages of adjustment to a new cultural environment and identity development 
(Thorn & Contreras, 2005). Structures that help engage Latinos in their school relationships (e.g., 
opportunities for support from teachers, collaborations with peers, interactions with counselors 
or ESL staff) have been shown to increase achievement (Conchas, 2001). Phrased another way, 
dropout can be conceptualized as a school’s failure to “hold” the student rather than a student’s 
failure to persist (Robledo Montecel et al., 2004). To adjust for this problem schools may have to 
go beyond the standard ESL instructors that only address language proficiency and provide 
teachers with professional training that moves them toward a better understanding of school and 
relationships from the Latino student’s perspective. 

Second, students saw academic challenges as an important factor for school dropout. These 
findings are consistent with those of other large-scale studies of dropout, which generally place 
academic challenges as a leading factor (Bridgeland et al., 2004; Hernandez & Nesman, 2004; 
Perreira et al., 2006). However, much of the historical perspective on Latino dropout has come 
from the established population areas as opposed to the emerging population areas. An open-



ended question revealed that many of these students struggled with English, making all of their 
academics difficult  (Perreira et al., 2006). One student commented, “Because have trouble with 
English can’t understand . . . the teachers go to[o] fast.” The relationship among years spent in 
the United States, available support services for learners of English, and opportunities for 
inclusion in the English-speaking student community are particularly important for the recent 
arrival states. 

The third and fourth reasons suggested that work was related to student dropout. A prominent 
body of research has assessed the role of employment in student dropout decisions (Bridgeland et 
al., 2004; Dagenais et al., 2007). Many students decide not to study in order to work to make 
money for their family or themselves or because they see no future economic benefit of staying 
in school. Numerous students shared similar comments: “Us Hispanics we drop-off [sic] because 
are parents are not getting pay too much, they need to pay bills, we need to make money to help 
are families.” Many of these students felt a continuous pull to join the labor force to help their 
families. Although punitive measures are by definition oppressive and often have unintended 
consequences, drop out because of early employment could be improved by legislation 
prohibiting employment earlier than 18 years during school days and sensible enforcement 
methods to help employers choose to comply with such legislation (Dagenais et al., 2007). 
However, students may still feel compelled to help their families and will find ways around such 
legislation. A better strategy may be for counselors and teachers to help students and their 
families create a vision for the future by seeing that completing high school is a much more 
effective way for students to help their families climb out of poverty. 

Finally, students in this study commented that their peer’s decisions to drop out of school were 
strongly influenced by the friends of these individuals. Similar to research elsewhere associating 
negative peer relationships with high school dropout problems (Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; 
Farmer et al., 2003; Lessard et al., 2008), students suggested, “Why go [to school] when your 
other friends are skipping.” One of the toughest aspects to deal with among Latino boys is peer 
pressure that makes it “not cool to be considered smart.” This often results in boys keeping each 
other down and often competing to distract their peers and teachers. Other researchers have 
found that because of the segregated nature of schools, minority youth find their choices of peer 
groups to be restricted (Steinberg, Darling, & Fletcher, 1995). For example, Asian American 
youngsters reported the highest level of peer support for academic achievement but the lowest 
levels of parental involvement in school-related activities. In contrast, African American parents 
score among the highest in regard to parental involvement in their child’s school, but African 
American youth find it difficult to gain membership into the  “brains” peer group. Therefore, the 
negative effects of a lack of parental involvement for Asian American students was offset by the 
homogenizing influence of their peer group, and for African American students, the positive 
benefits of supportive parents was offset by a lack of support from their peer network. Thus, at 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) mesosystem level (intersection of the family and peer microsystems), 
the macrosystemic influence of a culture that promotes segregation was a moderating factor. 



Given these findings, prevention programs might consider the importance of setting up numerous 
role models, creating images of success that result from academic study, cultivating true 
friendships among students, and encouraging opportunities for youth to support one another as 
they participate in the positive activities they enjoy. 

A study conducted by the North Carolina Society of Hispanic Professionals with a similar group 
of youth in 2004 found that discrimination by peers was the most commonly reported problem 
Latino youth noted experiencing in school (Valencia & Johnson, 2006). Previous studies have 
suggested strategies to improve cultural flexibility (reducing discrimination), which include 
introducing culturally relevant topics in courses at school, helping bridge the differences among 
peer groups, integrated sporting and social activities, and creating a more culturally supportive 
environment (e.g., safety, teacher sensitivity to all students, higher educational expectations for 
all students; Bridgeland et al., 2004; Martinez et al., 2004). There is a role for counselors, 
teachers, and administrators in these suggestions. 

In conclusion, this study provides important information about what students think will help their 
peers stay in school. The top three suggestions from youth in this study included (a) academic 
and personal support in the form of tutoring, mentoring, after-school programs; (b) improved 
ESL classes; and (c) more Spanish-speaking staff/teachers. A modest number of programs exist 
that target Latino youth via tutoring, mentoring, or after-school programs. However, more 
support is needed for groups doing this kind of work, such as Blue Ribbon Mentor Advocates, 
AIM, Upward Bound, Gear Up, ALAS, ENLACE, and AVID clubs (Gándara et al., 1998; 
Robledo Montecel et al., 2004). Frum (2007) has posited that programs are needed that “create a 
seamless K-16 approach that addresses high drop-out rates” among Latino youth while helping 
youth aspire for a postsecondary education (p. 100). Increased support and evaluation of these 
and other research based programs for youth would improve the Latino dropout phenomenon in 
new arrival states and in other parts of the United States. 

The context of new arrival states is challenging for several reasons. Respondents in this study 
were eager for improved connections to their teachers, counselors, and peers—connections that 
may not have been occurring in part because of a lag in structures and resources to meet the 
needs of this growing population. The students were interested in support for their personal 
concerns and academic resources to assist them in improving their academic progress. Students 
also expressed concern for the situation of their families, most often caused by economic 
pressures. Fiscal problems may have disproportionate impact on new immigrants, so the current 
economic climate does pose challenges. Schools are also less able to provide resources in 
difficult financial times and may contemplate elimination of support programs (Capps, 2009). 
However, finding ways to connect with students does not need to be expensive. If dropout is an 
expression of disengagement with a system, these students seemed hopeful that engagement with 
their schools could still happen. As prominent scholars of the dropout crisis, Velez and Saenz 
(2001) have commented, “improving educational opportunities for Latino youth will require 
significant cooperation among different key players including students, families, teachers, 



administrators, policymakers, community and business leaders, researchers, and governmental 
officials” (p. 465). 
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