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A Literature Review on the  

Causes of Dropping Out of High School 

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) defines a dropout as any person 

between the ages of 16 and 24-year-olds who is either not enrolled in school or has not earned a 

high school diploma or its equivalency. Since 1980, the nation’s overall dropout rate has steadily 

decreased from double to single digits (NCES, 2009), but among certain ethnicities and in 

specific urban areas, dropping out remains an issue worthy of study and intervention. Past 

research has linked dropping out to increased crime and incarceration, a strain on social services, 

higher unemployment, and decreased earning potential (Gage, 1990). In addition, studies of 

programs that attempt to help students after they drop out (Bloom et al., 1996) have shown that 

intervention after the fact is costly and may not be able to reverse the aforementioned negative 

effects of dropping out. 

As such, many educators have put a focus on dropout prevention programs. In fact, the 

What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) reviewed studies of 16 different dropout prevention 

programs (WWC, 2008) to help educational leaders make informed decisions about possible 

interventions to implement in their schools. At the core of dropout intervention is pinpointing the 

most prevalent causes and developing programs that meet the identified needs. That is the 

purpose of this literature review. 

This review focuses on three categories of dropout causes — school-related causes, 

student-centered causes, and causes related to extracurricular activity involvement. Discussion 

focuses on how capably the reviewed studies create links between the dropout problem and its 

potential causes. In addition, this review addresses the degree to which the related study results 

agree or disagree, the validity and reliability of the research, and implications for future study.  
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Methodologies Explored in this Literature Review 

    All of the studies consulted for this literature review were correlational, non-experimental 

studies in which the researcher had no control over the participants and provided analysis of 

existing data. Each study provided some evidence of internal validity through such content-based 

evidence as samples that meet power requirements, accepted statistical modeling and regression 

analysis tools, and statements of standard deviation (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2003; Galvan, 2009, p. 

49), but a few also noted generalizability limitations. Although non-experimental studies are 

quite common in educational research, relying on them alone presents problems because skilled 

analysts can choose and manipulate data to support a variety of hypotheses. Rather than blindly 

assuming validity of unchallenged results, educational leaders must assess the quality of non-

experimental studies proactively, questioning the samples selected, considering other influences 

like nature, and deliberating excluded variables (McEwan & McEwan, 2003, p. 64-67) before 

making decisions about actions to take or interventions to implement. 

Studies that Examine School-Related Causes for Dropping Out 

Some researchers have looked at schools themselves to investigate dropout causes. Two 

studies in particular attempted to correlate a relationship between dropouts and non-promotion, 

also known as retention or being held back in school. Both suggested that while non-promotion 

may not directly cause school dropout in high school, it is strongly associated with it. 

Roderick (1994) and Kaplan, Kaplan, and Peck (1997) concluded that indicators of high 

school dropout tendency may emerge early in a student’s school experience. In fact, Roderick 

(1994) even suggested non-promotion that occurs as early as kindergarten or first grade may be a 

cause of dropping out in high school or even middle school.  
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Roderick (1994) analyzed data collected from more than 1,052 students to study three 

potential causal relationships between non-promotion and dropping out: 1) pre- and post-

retention grades and attendance, 2) the number of times a student had been retained before or 

after fourth grade (seen as the “critical period”), and 3) being over-age for the grade. Kaplan, 

Kaplan, and Peck (1997) used existing data from 1,195 students to examine the relationship 

between dropping out and 1) student motivation and 2) whether or not students feel accepted by 

others in the same school. While the study topics may appear separate with hard data on one side 

(Roderick, 1994) and emotions on the other (Kaplan et al., 1997), the study’s conclusions 

converged when they discussed the emotions and thoughts that non-promoted students 

experience. Roderick discussed that previous research has shown that being over-age in a grade 

can have a very negative impact on a student’s self-confidence levels, especially during the 

middle school years, presenting a carryover effect during what she describes a very critical 

period in development.  Kaplan et al. (1997) concluded that these same emotions play into 

student motivation, which could lead to dropping out. 

Although Kaplan et al. (1997) did not specifically name non-promotion a direct cause of 

school dropout, the authors concluded that the research did suggest that poorer academic 

performance may lead to a feeling of inadequacy, that if left unattended, may result in lower 

engagement at school and in school-related activities, which may lead to grade retention and 

potential dropout at a later date. The authors referred to this cycle as the “cynical pattern.” 

Roderick’s (1994) analysis revealed that 23% of students in the study who were over-age 

for their grade dropped out, compared to 5% of others who were not over-age. Further analysis 

revealed that over-age students demonstrated lower attendance levels, which could be linked to 

feelings of inadequacy. This conclusion aligns with Kaplan et al. (1997), who linked lower 
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motivation levels to poorer academic performance and higher propensity to drop out. These 

conclusions suggest that educators hoping to lower dropout rates should consider interventions 

that address negative emotions and decreasing motivation that stem from non-promotion. 

Studies that Examine Student-Centered Causes for Dropping Out 

Students may not be able to control all the details of their school surroundings, but the 

notion that most can control their attitude has led many researchers to explore the extent to which 

individual attitude affects student engagement levels and dropout propensity. 

Sense of belonging plays a significant role in attitude. One could argue that the greater 

the sense of belonging, the lower the possibility of dropping out. Conversely, a lower sense of 

belonging can lead to a higher propensity to drop out. For the purposes of this literature review, a 

lack of sense of belonging is considered alienation, which is defined in landmark studies as a 

sense of powerlessness, normlessness, meaninglessness or estrangement (Dean, 1961).  

Xin Ma (2003) studied the effect of alienation on dropping out by conducting a non-

experimental analysis of data collected from 13,751 middle school student surveys about sense 

of belonging. Through her regression analysis, Ma (2003) concluded that 1) student-centered 

characteristics contribute most significantly to a student’s sense of belonging, and 2) personal 

self-esteem is the single greatest contributor to sense of belonging, and therefore to reduced 

dropout rates. Ma's (2003) stated justification of the age selected for her study target, explanation 

of the analysis tools she used, and large data set all helped increase the validity of her 

conclusions (McEwan & McEwan, 2003, p. 37; Galvan, 2009, p. 49; Pyrczak, 2008, p. 70; 

Fraenkel & Wallen, 2003). 

Results from a similar non-experimental study of 222 high school students’ perceptions 

of alienation pointed to a similar conclusion: that a personal sense of alienation is a major cause 
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of dropping out (Brown, Higgins, Pierce, Hong & Thoma, 2003). Deeper data analysis in this 

second study revealed that Caucasian students, males, and students placed in special education 

classes experienced alienation most keenly among the sample. However, the authors did note the 

study's generalization limitations, admitting that their sample was not chosen randomly and that 

their data collection in the form of surveys may have been threatened by participants providing 

"socially desirable" (Brown et al., 2003) instead of honest responses.  

Both of these studies concluded some degree of causal link between alienation and 

dropping out, but each reported varying levels of effect on different types of students' propensity 

to drop out. Regardless of the specific samples and populations studied, all the alienation 

research consulted for this literature review seems to suggest with a strong degree of validity that 

when students lack a sense of belonging they may be more prone to dropout. This conclusion 

indicates that educational leaders looking to lower dropout rates should consider investigating 

interventions that try to reverse student-centered causes such as alienation. 

Studies that Examine Causes Related to  

Extracurricular Activity Involvement 

This literature review also examines a potential cause that lies somewhere in between the 

school and students: involvement in extracurricular activities as researched in two correlational 

studies conducted by Mahoney (2000) and McNeal (1995). One of the most interesting aspects 

of these two studies was how the researchers broke down the data.   

Mahoney (2000) analyzed three types of existing data gathered in the Carolina 

Longitudinal Study (CLS): 1) documented interviews with 695 public school students when they 

were between ages the ages of 10 and 14, and then again when they reached ages 20 and 24 years 

respectively; 2) responses to an Interpersonal Competence Scale (ICS) that included 18 items 
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related to their behavior and academic competence; and 3) data about maturation, socioeconomic 

and demographic status, social networks, dropout rates, extracurricular participation, and 

criminal offenses. He divided the data into three configurations of individuals based on social 

and academic competence, with the intention of analyzing a student-specific causal link to 

dropping out. 

McNeal (1995) analyzed data from the High School and Beyond longitudinal study 

conducted by the NCES.  He restricted the sample in three ways to identify the core audience to 

be studied, reducing the total sample size to 14,249 students, which is high enough to eliminate 

low power as a threat to validity. He divided the data into four categories of extracurricular 

activities to try to prove an activity-specific causal link to dropping out. 

This literature review revealed that even though the researchers used two different 

methods to analyze similar types of longitudinal data, they both arrived at similar conclusions. 

Mahoney (2000) concluded that extracurricular participation has a significant impact on 

decreasing dropout rates in all three categories; however, the high-risk students seem to benefit 

the most. McNeal (1995) concluded that extracurricular participation in athletics and fine arts 

had a significant impact on reducing dropout rates, but participation in academic or vocational 

clubs had no significant effect.  

These results seem promising, however the causal relationship between participation in 

extracurricular activities and reduced dropout rates is weak. Mahoney (2000) offers three 

alternative explanations for the positive impact of extracurricular participation on reducing 

dropout rates: 1) students who get involved in extracurricular activities are more competent from 

the outset than those who avoid participation; 2) participation in these types of activities is an 

indicator of positive adjustment not necessarily the sole cause of positive adjustment; and 3) 
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social networking involved in participation in these types of positive activities might be 

influencing the reduction in antisocial behavior.   

Although McNeal (1995) concluded that participation in athletics had the most 

significant impact on staying in school, he postulated that this might have to do with the 

prestigious status of athletics programs at high schools. The sheer prominence and peer 

acceptance of athletics might be why this category of extracurricular activity has such a 

noticeable impact on reducing dropout rates. 

The findings of these two studies suggest that when educational leaders consider 

intervention programs that encourage extracurricular activity participation, they should keep in 

mind that the type of activity may be more important than the participation itself. To make an 

impact on reducing dropout rates, extracurricular activities should focus on student interests 

rather than simply occupying students’ time in order to shield them from bad influences.  

Conclusions and Implications 

Studies have shown that expensive government-sponsored programs that seek to improve 

dropouts' economic and employment opportunities after-the-fact do not benefit all dropouts and 

are not cost-effective (Bloom et al., 1996).  As such, preventing the problem with interventions 

that address the root causes of dropping out should be more effective than trying to un-do the 

effects of the dropout decision. Research studies have revealed a number of potential root causes, 

but nothing in this literature review definitively proved one root cause upon which to build 

effective intervention programs. Clearly, further study using more than non-experimental 

methods would help round out the research on causes and perhaps provide educational leaders 

with enough evidence to explore cause-based interventions that deal with the dropout problem. 
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