
	
 Being in education as long as I have has given me time to develop ideas on how schools 
should do just about everything.  Some of my ideas would be considered radical by some and I’d 
like to share one this week.  This idea will never be implemented at GM because it is beyond the 
scope of what we can do, so don’t panic.
	
 I thought about this during this year’s state of the union address.  Now, I like President 
Obama.   He has enough confidence to joke about his ears and has a very nice singing voice.  
(Based on my recent observation of politics, basing political choices on vocal quality has as 
much merit as anything else.)  He made a suggestion in his speech that runs counter to my 
experience.  He suggested the compulsory school age be increased from 17 years old to 18.  This 
is a logical suggestion for someone concerned about school dropouts that has never really spent 
time in a high school.
	
 My idea is not to require attendance based on an age, but on an achievement.  That 
achievement is getting through ninth grade.  Yes, I would only require students to complete ninth 
grade (insert gasps and righteous indignation here).  
	
 I have reasons for this and some requirements that would go with the change.  Research 
indicates that if a student “academically graduates” from ninth to tenth grade, he will likely finish 
high school successfully.  Those who make it would likely stay and earn their diplomas.  The 
research also shows that those who do not make it to tenth grade are those at greatest risk for 
dropping out and other negative behaviors associated with school failure.
	
 For the kid who really dislikes school in ninth grade, a diploma in four years is too far 
away to provide motivation. The adolescent brain is not developed to deal with delayed 
gratification.  Giving a closer finish line for some could be motivating and ironically, could lead 
them to have the confidence to finish high school. 
	
 So the logical question is, what will happen with the kids after ninth grade who do stop 
going to school?  Answer:  they will grow up.
	
 Schools across the nation collectively spend millions, if not billions of dollars for 
programs designed to drag unwilling students to the finish line of a diploma - and for many, the 
programs don’t work.  
	
 In General McLane, our dropout rate is only a little over 1%.  I have made it a point when 
I see these students later in life, to ask what we (the school) could have done differently to help 
them graduate.  Inevitably, the answer has been, “nothing, it was me.  I had to grow up.”  
	
 So a fifteen year old drops out of high school and goes into the cold, cruel world.  By age 
18 or 19, he realizes his mistake and wants to come back to high school.  Over the years, students 
age 18 or 19 have shown up at our door with only enough credits to be a sophomore.  They try 
coming to high school but their maturity makes “high school drama” just too much to handle and 
they don’t finish.  They are like fish out of water.
	
 In my system, we take the millions of dollars currently spent on coercing unwilling 15-18 
year olds to finish high school, and create a different school for those age 18-25.   Students who 
dropped out after ninth grade who have grown through their experiences, would then have a 
place they would feel comfortable finishing their diploma.
	
 I believe this system would not only serve these reluctant students with a better system 
but would provide a better environment for the students who value their education enough to stay 
the course in high school.  Ironically, the provision of basic education is deemed a Constitutional 
entitlement, which has caused it to be devalued among some students and families.  This is not 
the case in many other countries.
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 I would like to point out that in 2007, our high school began a focused effort to 
academically graduate our 9th graders to 10th grade.  Prior to that effort, we averaged around 20 
students a year not earning enough credits to make it to 10th grade (one year it was as high as 
42).  Since those efforts, the number has been cut in half, sometimes being as low as six.  I 
believe if all schools put a focus on this ninth grade issue, more students would finish high 
school  And for the ones for whom it doesn’t work, a new system is needed.
	
 So that’s my radical idea.  I sensed a need for new fodder in the coffee shops.  Enjoy!
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