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Introduction 

This report sumnarizes the Michigan Advisor.1 Carmittee's corrmunity 

forum on the civil rights implications of minority ~t-udent dropouts in 

Michigan, held in Detroit on May 5, 1989. The purpose of the forum was to 

receive infomation on r:ossible discri{ninatory practices on the basis of 

race, color, or national origin that may be linked to minority student 

dropouts. Hqi:;:efully, this infonnation will assist in better defining 

minority student clropout problems, in evaluating educational programs 

designed to address this issue, assessing progress rna.ae as a result of 

these effortsr c1na in correcting the underlying causes related to 

discr:imination. 

!n 0ctober 1986 the State board of education declared the prevention 

of student dropouts as a priority issue. Of major concern was the 

disproportionate number of minority students represented in the dropout 

Jrates. According to the :rrost current data available, during the 1985-86 

school year, the statewide average dropout rate for minority students ·was 

12 percent for blacks, 10.9 percent for Hispanics, 5.9 percent for NatiYe 

Frrericans, and 2.3 percent for Asian and Pacific Islanders. In canpari~or., 

2the dro:pout rate for whites was 4. 5 percent. In response to this problem, 

public ana private agencies established elaborate programs to address the 

issue of minority student dropouts. The Martin Luther J{:.ng, LTr., Cesar 

Chavez, F0sa Parks ::::nitiative is a program established by the Michigan 

Deparbrent of Education to stem the decline in the nurrrer of ITiinority 

students entering and graduating fran college. ?his program also included 

the component, Achieve a College Education (ACE}, that was cleveloped to 
., 

reduce the minority dropout rate in grades K-12.~ 
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The r-fetropolitan Detroit Youth Foundation (M:JYF), a not-for-profit 

youth serving agency also developed programs directed toward reaucing 

rninority student dropouts. The HDYF established two dropout prevention 

pre-grams called Twelve Together and Project High Tech. Both programs, hc.,:re 

4garnered the support of public and private organizations. 

The Detroit and Lansing school districts provided the f0Ct.1s of this 

forum from the p?.rE=pective of local.school districts. Both have 

significant numbers of minority students and are concerned about the high 

overall dropc-ut rate arrong their stude.nts and the disproportionate degree 

to which minority students are represented in this prohlen. The two 

districts differ in that the Detroit district has a student J:xx'iy that is 

predominantly ,black and Hispanic and the Lansing district is rcore 

integrated, inclucing large numbers of Hispanic, Native American, and Asian 

students cl$ we11 as ·whites. 

Since the 1985-86 school year the districtwide dro}?Cut rate fer the 

Lansinc;r s~hcol District in grades 9-12 dropped from 10.8 percent to 7.9 

percent. As of Septeml-:er 1986, the dropout rate for blacks wc=is 7. 0 

percent, P.isr.,anics 12. 7 percent, Native Anericans 13.3 percent, Asians 3.6 

percent, and whit.es 7. 6 percent. The :rrost current data a~railable frcm the 

Detroit Public Schools revealed that the overall drop:mt rate for grades 

9-12 was 41.3 percent. 'l!hirty-nine percent of the blacks who l:egin school 

drop out, 51.2 percent of the Hispanic, 46.1 percent of the Native 

Americans, 3.1 percent of the Asians, and 6. 3 percent of the wtlites. 

In ?.n atter:pt to address this concern and to identify and ameliorate 

underlying problerns that may stern from discrimination, both districts have 

initiated major dro:i;:out prevention programs. 



3 

Forum 

The carmittee brought together 13 participants with different 

perspectives to share their views and opinions on the civil rights 

implications of minority student dropouts. The following segrrents of the 

ccr:mrunity made fonnal presentations at the forum: (1) local educators, 

acar.erriia, (3) State officials, (4) ccmm.mity-based organizations, {5} 

parents, and (6) students. Also, remarks rr.ade during the open session ana 

ncted in this report, provided significant insights on how discrilr.ination 

contribntes to the disproportionate dropping out o= minority students. 

overview of the Problem 

The following presenters began the forum with an overview of the 

problem as it pertained to black, Hispanic, Native P.nericaE, d.l1u. Asian 

students: Salcr:E Grbre-Egziabher, University of Michigan, School of 

Education, Programs for Educational Opportunity; Antonio Flores, Hispanic 

F.ducation, Michigan Depart:rcent of F<lucation; Beverly Clark, comnissioner, 

J.l.1ichigan Civil Rights Comnission; and Dr. Lydia Beltrone, Professional 

DeYeloprent and Human Rights, Michigan Ecucation Association. 

Salome Grbre-Egziabher stated that r-lichigan's overall drcrout rate for 

black students is 36 percent and Hispanics 32 percent, while the white 

student dropout rate is 17 percent. She :i;::ointed out that i:n school 

districts snch a~ the Detroit Public Schccls (DPS}, which are usually 

segregated on a de facto basis, the discrimination is not intentional but 

is "well-intended biasen J-:eha?ior'' that has the same effect as 

discrimination. For exar:ple: 

Studies in classroan interactions have documentec! that teachers 
usually will not ask questions of lower achieving children because the 
teacher does not v.clilt the child to be embarrassed or rid5-culed in front 
of the other children. We rcean to protect the child, put at the same 
time we are not encou:::-aging the child to learn. Children cannot learn 
unless they can relate to others. This becares very :important in 
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tenns of expectations. It's very unconscious, it's very well meant, 
but it is discriminatory. Teacgers and school people need to be a-ware 
of those kinds of interactions. 

She believed that current methods usc-d to cat~orize and classify studer.ts 

are discriminatory. According to Ms. Grbre-Egziabher, systematic 

discrimination exists pr:irnari:!.y in the area. of tracking stude.nts and 

e:pectations. She asserted that e~ctations are related to self-esteerr.. 

The practice of tracking, classifying, and categorizing students impacts 

negatively on their self-esteern. Educators have been trained to have low 

expectations for certain :r:ri.ri0rity groups. She described the problem of 

e,--q::ec'""~tions as follows: 

We lal:e1 students when they cane in and ask where do they care 
fran-middle class, lower class, black, Hispanic. OUr e.xpectations 
then matches the lal:el. They say that students who come from a lower 
socioeconorrj_c status or a particular ethnic group are at risk, 
therefore, they may not achieve. We teach that expectation and 
children learn that Irn.lch i~ net mq;,ected from them. It's good to 
classify, it's good to know weaknesses, but we should not use it as a 
means of teaching. ~t should not be a destiny. It should not be a 
permanent situation. 

I·:S. Grbre-Egziabher indicated that curriculum and course selection 

also contribute to discrirrd.natirn-:. ~!est school enrollments show that 

blacks, Hispanics, and Native AI:eric?J!s are not frequently referred to 

ac.vanced courses. Although most Jl.icd cI"f: arc placed in higher level courses 

in math and science, they ccr:plcd.n of not being encouraged to pursue 

courses in literature and art becarn:;e the~· are not expected to excel. She 

also rep::>rted that there are problems 0f fairness in the discipline 

practices applied to black and Hispanic students. Finally, she contended 

that there are major inequities iTl the revenues received by urban versus 

suburt.an zchool districts. Students -wt:o attend schools located in areas 

with low property values, I:'.ainly minority, do not receive the sane level of 

financial supp::>rt for their education as students ·who live in high property 

https://suburt.an
https://studer.ts
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rate areas, mainly nonminority. She rnaintaiPed that the resulting 

differences ranging fran $6,000 to $3,000 per student render it impossible 

to provide an opportunivJ for canparable services and sup:ix,rt for minority 

students. 

Ms. Grbre-Egziabher reccmnended the following for reducing. 
discriminatory practices in schools that may lead to IPinority student 

droµmts: (1) training programs to m:Jdify schocl personnel 1 s perceptions 

and attitudes regarding minority students• abilities to learn, {2) -training 

programs to address fairness and cultural awareness of minority groups, {3) 

rrodificc:tion in curricula to address contributions by_minorities, and (4) 

restructuring of State financing to ensure that minority stunt=-nts in urban 

schools receive comparable education and support to that received by 

students in suburban schools. 

Antonio Flores, of the Michigc1.n Departrrent of Education, reported that 

the U.S. Departrrent cf Fiiucation recently releasee its Sixth Annual ~port 

on Schools, which indicated that Michigan's graduaticn rates had decreased. 

According to Mr. Flores, I-tichigan dropped fran 38 to 48 arrong the 50 States 

with resr:,-ect to school graduation rates. :Last year, alrrost 37 percent of 

those ·who entered 9th grade did n0t graduate. 

l.,ir. Flores described a multiplicity of factors that have given rise to 

problems in urban schools. He sa.ic th~t the decline of white enrolllrents 

in large central city schools caused by v:hite flight has produced racial 

segregation in schools. This phencmenon has eroded the value of real 

estate prq:_:erties and the financial f0t"J'lda.tion of schools in urban areas. 

He believed that this situation ha!? ne0atively affected the educational 

programs and services provided t0 IPinority students who predominate in 

these schools. He pointed out that there is a multiple correlation l:etw-een 
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declining enrollrrents, resources for education, achieverrent rates, and 

increases in minority student dropouts. 

Mr. Flores believed that areas of discrimination that Ir.ay be factors 

in this problem arE" the negation of the linguistic and cultural background 

of children, particularly children from homes where a language other than 

English is the main m:::>de of ccr.munication; ccmnunity agencies that do not 

have the resources to address the minority ccmnunity's needs; denial of 

educational opportunities for rrtlnority youth whose suspension and expulsion 

rates approach tragic levels due to ohsolete or inappropriate school 

p::,licies; 0•1errepresentation of minority students in general education and 

obsolete vocational education programs; and the organization of schools 

with large rai.nority enrolllrents on the basis of financial exigencies. 

Other problems identified by Mr. Flores are the State's inadequate 

• data collection and the rep::,rting system used to identify dropouts. He 

said the State enacted a standard cefinition and procedure to identify 

student discontinuance, but the system is inadequate. A system should be 

developed that indicates ·wh~r students drop out. All data should lJe 

collecte:-d annually and efforts should re :rr..2.de to provide school personnel 

in service on data collection and identification procedures for student 

dropouts. 'lb ensure accurate data collection, periodic audits of the 

infonnation should be rrade. 

Jlftr. Flores believed that the best measures for attacking minority 

student dropouts are through solutions found in the hane and school and 

throt1gh partnerships with civic and conmunity groups. Partnership w"Ork 

i:•:ith parents has been started in the Lansing School District (LSD) in the 

c>.rea of parental training. He also suggested that teachers should sup:r::crt 
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self-a.ccountability for themselves, and civic and carrnunity leaders nrust 

take the lead in assisting schools to streamline their operati0ns so that 

the bulk of school funds are channeled into the classroans. 

Heverly Clark, a carmissioner ,dth the Michigan Civil Rights 

Carmission, provided information on the Native Arrerican stuaent dropout 

probleni.s. According to the Michigan 1980 census, of Native Arrerican adults 

who were 23 years of age and over, 43.8 percent have not graduated fran 

high school, in comparison to 30.3 percent of s:irnilarly situated white 

adults in this age group. She reported that 3,614 Indians graduated frcrr. 

high school in 1979 but in 1982 the number dropp:d to 1,081. 

Ms. Clark said that a report prepared by the Michigan Civil Rights 

Carrmission in 1984 inaicated that Indian students suffer self-image 

problems in the school envirornrent and that discrirrd.nation is a significant 

contributing factor to the dropout rate arrong Indian children. She stated 

that schools do not provide an envirornrent in which Indfa.n children are 

encouraged to learn and stay in school. One of the problems she cited is 

the lack of sensitivity to Indian culture and values in the school setting. 

She pointed out that negative teacher attituces ana expectations, curricula 

that rarely deal with the positive contributions of Indians, and cha.P..r.eling 

of Indian students into si:ecial education are barriers that deny them cin 

ec;ual e<lucation opportunity. 

She rep::irted that as Indians in Nichigc.r J-,ave been successful in their 

court battles regarding Indian treat~, rights, there has been an increase in 

the nurriber of altercations beh-iEen Indian and non-Indian students. She 

indicated that in 1984 carplaints were reported to the Michigan Civil 

Rights Corrrnission that Indian chjlaren in certain schools were beirig called 

"gill netters" by other children and no action was taken by school 
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authorities. She maintained that the prohler.1 of self-image is car.pounded 

by the use of Indian nicknarres c?.nd logos depicting Indians as ferocious 

fighters with limited language skills. Recently the ccmnission canpleted a 

study of school loges anc'l found that the use of Indian ira.ges on school 

logos is stereotypic, racist, and discriroinato:r:y. She said the ccmnissicn 

recamended tr.at the nse of Indian nanes and logos be discontinued by 

schools and it received favorable responses fran school districts in 

eliminating such :ilrages from school materials and activities. 

:Vs. Clark indicated that unfair discipline practices of schools also 

contribute to Native Arrerican student dropouts. She expressed concern that 

there appears to be a systematic rerroval of Indian children fran the 

regular school system by placing them in alternative schools, GED programs, 

and tribal schools. 

!:S. Clark offered the following suggestions that would involve the 

joint efforts of the State of Michigan and the Fed.era1 C..cvernrrent in 

addressing t-...he Indian dropout problem: {1) hold meetings with school 

officials anc Indian representatives to discuss those factors which 

contribute tD the aroJX)ut problem; (2) develop and implerrent inservice 

programs designed to infomt and sensitize teachers, adniinj strators, and 

non-:!:r.dicm children about Indian culture and values; (3) take steps to 

ensure that school curricula, textbooks, and class discusE"ions address 

:nd:.an culture, values, and contributions; (4) rronitor the disciplinary 

?.ctior1s of schools to ensure that Indian students are not treated unfairly 

ir the discipline administered; and (5) discontinue the use of Indian 

nicknames and logos in school materials and activities. 
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Lydia Beltrone, C'f the ~..ichigan E.ducation .Association, said that the 

myth regarding the Asian American as the successful minority group has 

becarre a convenient rationale to bolster a policy of exclusion by 

governrrent and nongovernrrent institutions. She inc'licated that there are 

many Asian Jl.Irericcm students who do not confonn to this myth. Because of 

this myth she believed that the State's efforts to address r.rlnority group 

probleras anc1 rerrEc!iation exclude Asian Jl.rrerican concerns. Dr. Beltrone 

pointed out that the :rcodern Asian American minority stucents such as the 

South Vietl"c.rrese, Frrong, Laotians, and Cambodians, are experiencing many 

difficulties in school that were not experienced by the first "-'2.Ve of 

Asians who arrived in this country. She attributes this difference to the 

higher educational level of the first wave of Asian imPigrants. 

Dr. Beltrone indicated that recently there have reen reJ;Orts of 

violence and racial harassment against Asian Arnericar. students in schools. 

She cited w1 incic!ent in which two Asian students of Chinese descent were 

taunted and attacked by other students. She contended that rrany school 

settings do r.ot prcvice an atrrosphere of inclusion for Asian students. She 

believed that the lack of knc~dedge and sensitivity to the uniqueness of 

Asian cultrres and values are exacerbated by stereotypes, prejudice, and 

racis:I:!. 

Dr. Beltrone stated that the National Education Association conducted 

series of public hearings on the education of cultural minorities that 

addressed 1'.sian Jl.merican educational concerns. The following StlITlT'arizes 

r::ertinent findings and conclusions from those hearings: (1) there is a 

need to clarify the literacy differences between the ~irst and ~econd waves 

of Asian Airerican irrrrigrants and refugees; (2) Asian 1'.xrerican students are 

often JI1istakenly diagnosed and placed in special education; {3) there is a 

2 
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need for adequate bilingual supp::>rt and services for Asian American 

students in local schools; (4) we IIU.1st eliminate C'Ult.ural bias in 

textl:xx:>ks; (5) we must provide inservice training regarding intergroup 

relations and Asian cultures; (6) we Irn.lst eliminate the unfair application 

of discipline policies; ana (7 ) :r:nre adequate responses to reported racial 

incidents in the schools are needed. In SUIT'l, Dr. Beltrone suggested: 

The educational system should recognize the current population 
diversity in our schools and revamp curricular offerings to 
acknowledge the e..xistence of a Irn.llticultural and multilingual student 
bodv. Back to basics should mean not a refocus on the nonocultura1 
desigr. base:d on the daninant European cult11ge but on a redesign of the 
systern to meet the changing societal needs. 

Statewide Perspectives 

A statewide review of the minority dropout problem was provided by: 

Dr. Eugene cain, assistant superintendent, Office of School and Ccrrrnunity 

Affairs, Michigan Department of Education; Dr. Eugene Henderson, ,Tr. , 

anbudsman, Office of Minority Equity, t-!ichigan Department of Education; and 

Dr. John W. Dobbs, executive director, Urban Education Alliance. 

Dr. Cain stated that sir.ce the 1962-63 school year, the Michigan 

Depart:r.:ent of Education has surveyed high school c.ropout rates. 'lb date, 

approx:unately 800,000 students have reen reported as school dropouts. The 

Departrrent cf Education's last St.1IVe~ i~ FY 1985-86 indicated that 27,804 

students in grades 9-12 dropr.ed out of school. The dropout rate was 

highest among blacks followed by Hisf,cr.ics, Native Americans, whites, mid 

Asians, respectively. The average cT..nua.l overall dropout rate was 5. 8 

percent, meaning that about 23 pcrc-er.t of students entering the ninth grade 

will not ca:plete their high school eclu.cc;.t.ion. Dr. Cain pointed out that 

the dropout rates are higher in urban school districts with large minority 

enrollnEnts. 

https://dropr.ed


11 

• 

He said that there are a variety of reasons for stucent dropouts. The 

cormon reasons given by students, parents, and school officials are 

ernployrrent, illness, physical or mantal handicap, limited English 

abilities, low achievement, low self-esteem, attendance, chronic truancy, 

pregnancy, c>.nd poverty. He believed that the droi;:out issue is not solely a 

school problem but is a situation tied to virtually all institutions in our 

society. Dr. Cain contended that Michigan I s minority student droFQut rate 

vli.11 decrease when the achievement of minority students increases. Re 

believed that many minorities who experience academic problems visualize 

dropping out as early as the third and fourth grade. He suggested that the 

following efforts nmst be made in the schools to increase the achievement 

levels of I"i.nority students and reduce their dropout rates: (1} emphasis 

on basic skills at the elerientary and middle school levels; (2} early 

identification of skill deficits; (3} :rrore available early childhood 

education programs; (4) provision of adequate student supi;:ort services; (5} 

emphasis on developing identity and self-esteem in students; (6) dedicated 

and skilled staff; (7} strong and imag.il1ative leaaership at the building 

school level; (8) a carmit:rnent to changing programs, classes and techniques 

thut do not result in improved achievement; (9} adequate financial 

resources; and (10) active ar.a meaningful ccmmmity participation in the 

total school program. 

Dr. Cain reported that ongoing efforts to address student dropouts are 

underway. The Stat.e hc1z invested rrore than $43 millioy, in various dropout 

prevention programs. In February 1987 a report ·was prepared by the 

I:epartment of Education for the State legislature c2.lled "School Dropouts 

in Michigan: 1'. P.ey;ort to the State Legislature anc. a Pro:i;::osal for the 

Review and Study of School Dropouts. " The Governor's Pt'!!T'an Service Cabinet 
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also conducted a study, "Michigan Youth Dropout Prevention and Dropout 

Services P.e:r-ort," that identifies exemplary dropout prevention programs in 

the State. In 1986 the Office of School and Carmunity Affairs cor.duc-tee a 

study on Fispanic student drq::outs called "Hispanic School Dropouts ane 

Hispanic Student Perfonnance on the :tviEAP Tests. " This report provided en 

indepth study of the dropout syndrane anong Hispanic students and 

recarrnendations for action. In 1988 the M;chigan Interagency Ccmr~ttee 

prepared a report on the black student called "The Black Child in Crisis 

Report." 'l'his report is an evaluation and analysis of the alanning decl:ine 

of the quality of life for the black child. One of the issues reported on 

wc.s the incidence of dropouts anong black students. Sane of the pertinent 

reccmnendations were: (1) the lt:gislature should arcend the State school 

code to irclude a uniform definition of a school drofOut, making it easier 

to detennine how rr.any students actually drop out; (2) the State Roard of 

Educaticr. sr:ould analyze the effect of the canpulsory school attendance law 

on the drq:out problem; (3) local school districts should eliminate school 

practices that "push students out"; and (4) the Department of Education, 

with the assistance of the :tv".d.chigan Department of Civil Fights, should 

rronitor the susper.sior 2nd e:pulsion of minority students. In this same 

rer,ort, ::..twas noted that sr:ecific curriculun problero.s exist that affect 

the quality of education received by black students. These include the 

following: black students are given fewer Of-'EX"rtunities to participate in 

advanced and enriched courses~ black students are overrepresented in 

vocational education programs, therefore, they are less likely to have 

adequate English, mathematics, and science backgrounds; black students are 

less likely to have the rrost trained and ccrrpetent instructors due to 

distinct teacher salary differences beu;een urban and suburban school 
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districts; and classes in urban schools in cc:r.parison to suburban schools 

are often watered down, ill focused, partially covered, and void of 
0 

challenging activities . .,/ Dr. Cain reJX)rted that in April 1989 the 

Hichigan Departnent of Education SJX)nsored their second state\o.i.de 

conference on aropout prevention. 

Dr. Eugene Henderson believed that socioeconomic factors are the 

primary cause for minority student dropouts. He stated that black youth, 

particularly the black male, are dropping out because of drugs and poverty. 

Fe ::..ndicated that black males are dropping out of the education system c1s 

early as the third and fourth grade, thereby creating a pennanent 

underclass of youth in this State and country. Dr. Henderson believed that 

minority students have been tuned out because society has tun1ed its back 

on pub~ic education. He suggestea that sarE, if not all, solutions to this 

problem can be found in increased school funds to attack the probler!!.s 0f 

p:cr equiprent, facilities, and underpaid teachers. He pointed out that 

ccmnunities are asking more and rrore of schools without the resources to 

perfoIIn. He also believed that there is a need for rrore black male role 

rrroels in public schools, particularly at the teacher level. Dr. Eer..cerson 

cor:tendcd that increased funding, rrore black rnale role rrodels, and 

development of self-esteem among black students are key factors in 

attacking the problem of student dropouts. 

Dr. John Dobbs defined stuc:ent dropouts as at-risk students. He 

descril-,ed students at-risk as young people ·who have nonnal intelligence and 

the ability to succeed in Ec:t:oc] but who "fell through the cracks." 

Dr. Dcbbs indicated that research conducted by the Urban F.ducation 

Alliance established that the prir.iary reasons students disccntinue school 

are lack of academic success and teenaqe pregna"1cy. He contended that 

https://state\o.i.de
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black stu<lents do not succeed in school recause they are not prepared for 

school. He re:p:>rted that the High Scope Educational Foundation in 

Ypsilanti, 1-'f..ichigan, recently corcpletec! ?.O years of research on why young 

people drop out of school. '!'hey found that early child intervention can 

prevent many cases of school discontiruanc-e by providing them with the 

cognitive skills needed wher. ~tudents first enter school. Dr. Dobbs 

believed that there is not enough reliar]e c.atu to link minority student 

dro:p:>uts to racial discrir.1i.n2.tion except in the area of discipline 

practices. 

Dr. Dobbs suggested that in order to solve the problem of minority 

student dro:p:>uts, ccmnunities must reassess their priorities and reinvest 

financially and otherwise in the education of roincrity children. He 

described the type of efforts schools and the ge.neral conmunity should 

make: 

We can whenever ana wherever we choose successfully educate all 
children v.-nose schooling is of interest to us. We already know enough 
about how to get it done. Whether or not we do it will depen'r0on the 
fact of how we fee1 about t.he fact we haven't done it so far. 

Nonna Barquet, who is err.ployed by the University of Ivl"..ichigan, Programs 

for Educational Op:p:>rtunity, s:p:>ke before the Ccmnittee during the open 

session. She stated that there must be greater effort at the national 

level to address the educational problems of the ai~advantaged students. 

She believed that whether or not schools are going to be effectivc :for 

disadvantaged children will depend on the ch2.r.ges mace in education, such 

as I!DC.'Jifications in school curriculums to ensure that the historical and 

cultural contributions of minority gro1.:rs a.re represented. She cited 

:tvw.nesota 's educational system a~ a successful nod.el of a multicultural and 

gender fair curriculum. The State has II".ancated multicultural education in 

every school district. She stated that SUC"h a system should be considered 
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for Michigan. Other changes needed are State funding practices and teacher 

training. She p::iinted out that :pJstsecondary schools are still producing 

teachers who are not prepared to teach disadvantaged children because they 

are not trainro in rrotivational and discipline techniques. Techniques are 

being used that are outdated and inappropriate in addressin<:r the needs of 

disaclvantaged students. She suggested that schools should emphasize 

cross-learning experiences, rreaning that learning should be taught in 

heterogeneous environrrents as opposed to tracking or harogeneous 

environrrents. The underachieving students are isolated from overachieving 

students and are left with mediocre materials, resources, and teachers. 

Cross-learning experiences also provide an opr:ortunity for children ~11.th 

diverse backgrounds and skills to impact UPJn each other's learnjn<J. 

,!ecal School District Perspectives 

Infonnation on the minority student dro:pJut problem from R local 

school district perspective was provided by Dr. Themas Steele, assistant 

superintendent and coordinator of the Detroit Dropout Prevf'ntion 

Collaborative, and Dr. Richard Halik, superintendent, and Dr. Eve Evans, 

deputy su:i:erintendcnt, of the Lansing School District (LSD}. 

Dr. Thanas Steele identified the follrn·:ing p:>licies and practices c.S 

contributing to student drci:cuts ~tich rriay lead to discrimination: State 

funci.I:g practices; transp::irtation; discipline practices; shortage of 

qualified teachers in rr.ath, science and special education, anc: textl:ook and 

curriculum bias. 

Dr. Steele stated that the current State fundjng practices for urban 

versus suburban schools are not equitable. He believed that the limited 

resources and continual changes that r.ru.st re made to adjust to limited 

resources disproportionateJ~r a::::ect minority students. He reported that 
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rncmy of the budget cuts that are projected for the upcaning school year 

have a direct impact on at-risk stuc€l1ts. He suggested that if these cuts 

are ir.lplernented, the number of r-.i<;h school counselors at the secondary 

level will decrease, and class si~e will increase fran 24 to 34. 

Dr. Steele indicatec. thc;t there is a disproportionate number of black 

males in s:F,ecial education. He believed that the special education 

services offered to :minority students do not provide adequate access to 

opportunities in vocational education and other special curricula that may 

be able to assist black rrales. Dr. Steele believed that there is still 

bias in te}..'tbooks and testing materials, hrn-JPver, there is now a rrovement 

to include minorities in textbooks as well as the developnent of unbiased 

curricula and testing materials. Ar.other area of concern, he stated, is 

the availability of transJX)rta.tion ::or students. DPS does not provide 

transportation for high school students, therefore, there are fil.my at-risk 

students who do not attend school recc:usc of their inability to pay for 

school transportation. 

Acccrdins- to Dr. Steele, DPS and other similar school districts 

have a history of being unable to attract the rrc-st qualified and 

experienced teachers. .At the present time there is a shortage of roath, 

science, special education, and certified pre-school teachers. 

He indicated that in the area of cliscipline, the application of the 

Unifom Code of Student Conduct is often inflexible. He believed that if 

the p:,licy is not applied with se::nsitivity it may lead to discrimmation. 

Another major problem cited by Dr. Steele is the State's failure to 

adequately define a student drq::out. P.e contended that coordjnation 
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l::etween the State and the local sch()Ol districts on reporting dropout 

statistics is p::x:,r. The recent report car.piled by the U.S. Departimnt of 

F.ducaticn that cited Michigan as havir:g enc of the biggest increases in the 

number of student dropouts in the Nation is being contested L""ecause the 

State believes the dropout rate is Il'D.lch lower. 

One of the roajor efforts unde:rway by the DPS to reduce the croJXlut 

rate is through the Canprehensive Dropout Prevention Colloborative. This 

program was esta];)lished to address the dropout problem ,-:ith suprort fran 

the Ford Foundation, parents, student organizations, business, government, 

carrnunity groups, clergy, law enforcement, ana the media. 

Currently the LSD serves approximately 24,000 students. Forty-three 

percent of the district's enrollment is minority. Twenty-ei9ht :i:ercent is 

black, 11 percent is Hispanic, 3 percent is Asian, and 1 percent is Native 

Arrerican. Since the 1985-86 school year the overall dropout rate for 

grades 9-12 has dropped fran 10.8 percent to 7.9 percent. As of the 

1987-88 school year, the dropout rate by ethnic group is 13.3 percent for 

Native Prrerican, 3.6 percent for Asians, 7.0 r,ercent for blacks, 12.7 

percent for Hispanics, and 7.2 percent for whites. Accordir.c; t0 t.his data 

the black dropout rate is lower than the ·white drq;out rate. Dr. Halik 

reported that with the exception of .Asian students all minority group 

aropont rates have dropped. He said the number of Asians who drop out is 

very low, however, the dror.ciut rates for Native Arrerican and Eispc:mic 

students is still of major concern. 

Dr. Halik, superintendent cf ISD, J:elieved that the significant 

decrease in black student dropouts is directly related to the efforts cf 

various corrmunity groups such as the Urban League, the Pastor's Conference, 

the Elack Child and Family Institute, ar.d Parent Action for Minority 
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Academic Concerns. Similar to the black carm.mity, efforts are underway in 

working with Hispanic and Na.t.ive Arrerican conrnunities to further reduce 

their dropout rates. Dr. fialik believed that LSD has succeeded because of 

the corrmitment o:: staff and the broad-based ccmmmity support received. 

Dr. Evans stated that one of the primary goals of the ISD has been to 

keep children in school. School people who encourage and enhance 

achievernent for rninority students are recognized and supported by the 

district and the general corrrnnnity for their efforts. The district has 

called upon organized carmunity groups to help solve problems in the 

schools, such as fraternities cind sororities and the Urban League. She 

believed that these groUJ?s' response to their needs have made a difference 

in the success of education in Lansing. 

Perspectives of Constituent .Advocacy Agencies and Civic Organizations 

The perspectives of comnunity-based organizations was presented by 

Charles Mitchner, president of the Greater Lansing Urban League; Wilma 

Henry, parent and student advisor for the Sagincrw-Chippewa Tribe, Mt. 

Pleasant, Michigan; Joseph F.afelet, associate director, ¥.ietropolitan Youth 

Founcation, Detroit, Michigan; Mzre Nahc1:wi, of the Association for the 

Study of Classical African Civilization and Research on Afro-Arrerican 

liistory; and Alicia Sanchez, cochair cf the Hispanic Coalition for Equal 

:&lucation Opportunity. 

Mr. rlitcr!TIE'r Etated that discrimination exists in education because it 

is allowed to exist. However, he pointed out that the school syste.m, in 

conjunction v."ith the religious, fratemc:..l, business, and cormnmity groups 

in the black cormrunity, decided to collectively address the problems of 

student dropouts. As a result of these efforts, the black dropout rate is 

nm-1 lC'iver than the majority dropout. It was noted during the forum that a.n 
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oven.TieJ.rning number of blacks in Lansing are professional, which may be one 

factor affecting the district's success in reducing the dropout rate for 

blacks. 

Wilma Henry said that she v.1as speaking to the Advisory Carrnittee as a 

parent and an aavocate for Native Anerican students. She gained knowledge 

of educaticnal issues through her volunteer and 't-~rk experience with Indian 

educational pr~ams in t-tichigan. Ms. Henry stated that she was a high 

school droF,Out and had two children who dropped out of school. She dropped 

out of school when she transferred fran an Indian school to a non-Indian 

school setting. She indicated that she drcppea out because she was 

unprepared to deaJ with the transition and the differences between the 

Indian and non-Indian education systems. 

l-'.iS. Henry believed that at least two of her chilaren were 

discriminated ag~.i.r.st whi1e attending public school in Michigan. According 

to Ms. Henry, two of her sons were denied an opportunity to participate in 

varsity and junior varsity SIX)rts. A civil rights canplaint was filed 

against the school, but the school was determined to re in carpliance. 

Ms. Henry believed that one of the problems that rnany Indian children 

face in the public school is backlash and harassrrent cue to treaty rights 

issues. This backlash occurs because there is a lack of understanding of 

Indian culture and values. She also indicated that the curriculum used in 

schools F()rtra~·s negative images of Indians, ar..d many times there is 

blatant racism on the part cf -teachers and administrators. She also stated 

that there are 1:ot enough Indian role rrodels in the schools. According to 

Ms. Henry, at one school where she worked, she was the only Inaian ,~rki.iig 

in the district. In the school district presently attended by one of her 

children, there are a total of 177 Native Anerican students enrolled, yet 

https://ag~.i.r.st
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there are only 3 Native AnEricans employed full-time of a staff of 375. 

She repartee that 11 of the 42 Native P.nerican high school students have 

dropi;:ed out of school, rroved, or transferred to alternative p:rograI!ls. Ms. 

Henry described the factors that contribute to the high dropout rate for 

Native Arrerican students: 

It is an historical fact that Indian students are at the l::ottcm rung 
of the ecucational ladder. Much of this is due to the fact that 
educational institutions <lo not recognize Indian values, not only of 
F-.rnerican Indians, but all people of color. Again, I stress the lack 
of JX)sitive curriculum material on all people of color. Everything 
that we are learning and read about :in our bcoks is what is portrayea 
by the aariinant white culture. All of these th:ings lead to high 
absenteeism, lower achievement, and lower self-esteem in the Indian 
children. There is nothing there for them. Indian students are 
labeled as troublemakers because school personnel do not understand 
the~ va1ye system. If given the opportunity Indian students can 
achieve. 

According to Joseph P.aaelet, one reason why the dropout rate is 

subject to :intense scrut:iny today is because the problem is concentrated :in 

urban areas where it is tied to severe problems of crine, drugs, welfare 

dependency, and early pregnancy. He stated, '11\1hen the dropout walks out of 

school for the last tine he very probably walks into the imprisonment of 

the ghetto :for the rest of his life. The result: a pennanent 

underclass. 1112 Mr. Radelet prq,•iclec an analysis of his position on 

:minority dropout and discriIPination b~· stating that education :in- the State 

of Michigan and across this country is separate and unequal. Black 

you.11gsters believe that they co net have good opportunities and the 

cp:i;x.:,rtunities made available to the:rr: a.rE: not. the same as for youngsters in 

the suburbs. Radelet suggest.ea that the inequality canes from segregated 

sett:ings that cut them off fram future :iob opportunities, clean new 

schools, and the network of pct-:er in the netropolitan ccmnunity. 

https://suggest.ea
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Mr. Radelet i;ointed out that Brown ,,. Board of Education declared that 

separate educational facilities are inherently unequal. The current 

situation i~ d~ facto segregation and has a similar effect. He contended 

that segregation causes unequal opi:ortunity and these uneoua] opportunities 

lead to a hiqher dropout rate among minorities. 

I·ir. P.adelet blamed the Fed.era 1 . Goverr.:ncnt for failing to lead the 

country toward equal educational on:ortunity. He stated that during the 

198Os not one single school desegregation case was initiated by the U.S. 

Departrrent of Justice. Nor did the Justice Department assist in cases 

where voluntary intra.district desegregation programs were at issue. He 

also alleged that the Justice Deparbrent ignored efforts to hold States 

liabJ.e ~or segregated school districts that they created and funded. 

~.r. Radelet maintained tr.at the State is resp:msible for school 

b:,undaries, therefore, the State should be forced to overcane segregation 

even if it cannot be proven thu.t they had a substantial educational role in 

creating the segregation. Similarly, he stated that nruncipalities should 

be held resi;onsible for actions taken t0 maintain segregated cormn.mities. 

Finally, he suggested that the legislature shoulc 2.Jlocate a much higher 

dollar :i;.er pupil for the prevention of minority stuc:ent dropouts as they do 

fer the education of handic2pped students. 

I·~zee l~c:lba.wi, who provided infonnation to the Carmittee during the open 

session, said tli..at tr.e-- Association for the Study of the Classical 

Civilization and. Research on Afro-Anerican Hi.story works with youth ·who 

have discontinued school. They have also worked with the DPS in the areas 

of teacher training and curriculum refonn. Mr. Nabawi stressed the 

:importance of providing rainority students with history grounded in 

classicial civilization concepts with an emphasis on their cultural 

https://l~c:lba.wi
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history. In his cont.act with black students who have dropped out of school 

he sees intelligent youth who believe the system is Pot there to benefit 

them. The curriculum is not interesting and they do not see themselves in 

it. However, when he and others begin to teach these youth al:x:>ut African 

civilization, they becare 111Dt.i'vatcd. He contended that this occurs because 

they see themselves as being an integral part of the developrent of 

civilization and the current world in which they live. Toward this e£:fort, 

he believed that emphasis should be placecl on liberal arts courses rather 

than vocational education. 

Alicia Sanchez, who spoke on behalf of the Hispanic Coalition for 

F,qual E'.ducational OpJ;:ortunity, contended that the school hoard in Detroit 

is not resr:onsive and sensitive to the needs of Hispanic students and 

parents. One major area of concern cited by Sanchez is the I'PS's practice 

of counting Hispanics as white for desegregation purposes. She reported 

that Hispanic students continue to be bused and counted a.s white. She 

believed tll?.t. this practice of cou.11ting HiSpc:ll1ics as white for school 

selection is inappropriate and discrir..inatory. 

She indicated that liroited-Ingli~t-sreaking children are trapped into 

learl!ing disablility programs becau!'=e they lack English skills; yet, none 

of the $3 million allocatec. by the State for pre-school ednca.tion has been 

provided to the pre-school that serves the Hif:pc:r.ics and other language 

minorities residing in trie southwest area of Detroit. ME. Sanchez stated 

that ir1 Arca A, which is at least 40 percent F.ispanic, DPS received 

$200,000 to provide parenting classes and inhouse susr--ens~on rooms, but 

provisions w-ere not rric:.de available for limite<9-Eriglish-speaking parents to 

attend these classes. 

https://rric:.de
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In the area of discipline, she alleged that Hispanic students are 

indiscriminately suspended for rri:i.nor offenses, and when parents attenpted 

to use the due process procedures for review and appeal, their concerns 

were ignored. Finally, she contended that Hispanics are uncerrepresented 

in all areas of er.-iployrrent within the district. According to Ms. Sanchez, 

the district does not have Hispanic teachers in the crreas of math, science, 

or social studies. There are also no Hispanic counselors, psychologists, 

or social ,-1orkers. The district currently has u-x, I-Tispanic principals and 

one assistant principal. Ms. Sanchez indicated that the Hispanic 

organization, Latin American for Social and E.conani.c Developrent Agency, is 

also concerned about the lack of inclusion of Hispanics at all levels of 

the local and State education systems. 

Parents' Perspectives 

During the open session several parents of Hispanic students enrolled 

in DPS provic.ed the Advisory Carmittee with :i.nforr.iation on the causes for 

Hispanic student drq::cuts based upon their personal e.'q)eriences. The 

parer.ts present ,vere Belda Garza, Gloria Rosas, and Inna Arias. 

'I'he parents complained that the ci~trict 's lack of sensitivity to and 

concern for their children were factors in their children dropping out of 

school and one student trans::erring to a school out of State. Specific 

ccmplaints were made about DPS' s discipline practices. One parent alleged 

that the school counselor c!I"C 2crninistrator at her son's school were 

insensitive and uncooperative toward her efforts to keep her son in school. 

As a result, they noved him to another State to attend school. They 

reported that their children's schools co not provide counseling services 

as required under the Student Code of Conduct to assist students and 

parents. The parents believed that there is a sustained and identifiable 

https://parer.ts
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pattern of pushing disadvantaged students out of school. The parents also 

expressed concerns ahcut the lack of Hispanic role rrodels in education and 

inadequate services for students with limited-En~lish-speaking skills. 

Students' PerE?;ctives 

Tlr.:o students who are enrolled in the f/.:etro:pJlitan Youth Foundation's 

GED program told the Advisory Corrrnittec ,.ny they dropped out of school. 

One student dropped out of school in the eighth grade because of hClITE 

abuse. She stated that when she cisccntinued school, she was enrolled in 

DPS. The student said she was unsuccessful in obtaining assistance from a 

school counselor. Soon after discontir.uing school she becarce pregnant and 

currently has three children. It took her 9 years to return to school. 

The second student discontinueo school for multiple reasons due to 

frequent family rroves, p:x>r grades, ci.nd association with the wrong crowd. 

When she dropped out, she was attenc.ir.g school in California. It took her 

6 nonths to retum to school to obtain her GED. 

Surrmarv 

In keepirig with its res:pJnsibilities to rror.itor civil rights issues 

throughout the State, the ~ichiqc!Tl 1'.c..~isory Carmittee conducted a ccmr.unity 

forum in C€troit on May 5, 1989, to receive information on discri.rr.ination 

that rra:~ l:e associated with minority student dro:pJuts in Michigan. The 

info:rrnation focused on issues :-elnted to black, Hispanic, Native F.r.erican, 

and Asian students' discontinuance of sch00J.. This re}?Ort • is a surrrnary of 

views and opinions provir!ed by State and local school officials, educators, 

students, parents, and representatives of carrnunity orgcmizations. In 

addition, an c!_:en sesdon provided an opJ;Drtunity for members of the 

general public to present their views to the .Ac!vismy Cc:mnittee. 
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'Ihe infonnation received primarily focused on the causes of minority 

student dropouts with J_X>ssible links to discrimination; the reporting 

policies and procedures used to establish the degree to v.nich minority 

students drcp out of school; the reasons for such dropouts; and an 

assessment of efforts being recle to address minority student dropout 

problens and the current underlying causes related to discrimination. 

Although everyone agreed that the :magnitude of the problem is serious, 

the ac..tual figures are clouded by the v2gue and unclear definition of 

dropouts. Moreover, calculations for student dropouts are based solely on 

s,rrades 9-12 and do not account for students who drop out before the ninth 

grade. The legislature ha!:: been asked to amend the State school code to 

include a uniform definition of a school dropout, thereby ITBking it easier 

to identify and dete:anine hew many students drop out of school. 

Many reasons for the high rate of J!linority student dropouts were 

advanced by forum participants and in various research reports submitted to 

the Advisory Camtlttee. Reasons cited were segregation, unfair discipline 

practices, curriculum bias, teenage pregnancy, low achievement and 

self-esteem, shortage of qualified teachers, and poverty. 

Specific areas of discrimination citec hy rarticipants included bias 

in CUYricula that does not incorporate the history and culture of minority 

groups, disciplinary practices that push students out, negation of the 

linguistic and cultural backgrcur..c.s of !11.inority students, methods used to 

track and categorize students 1 teacher/counselor attitudes, and a level of 

expectations that denies minority students an eqm=ll opportunity to benefit 

from educational pr.c?raros. Specialists in the area of student dropouts, 

parents, and representatives fran canmunity groups agreed that 

discrimination, beth institutionalized and disparate treatrcent of 
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individual st.u<lents, contributes to the nurr,ber of r.rl.nority student 

dropouts. Parents repeatedly cited the lack of sensitivity and cooperation 

exhibited by school officials that push minority studer:tE out of school or 

lead them into aead-end programs. The parents believed that there is a 

sustained and identifiable pattern of pushing disadvantaaed students out of 

schocls. The reasons for school discontinuance anong the different 

minority groups were similar. However, there were areas of concern cited 

that are nniaue to Hispanic, Asians, and Native Anerican students, such as 

insensitivity to language differences, and backlash and harassment that 

Nc=ttive Arrerican students e::,q:erience because of resentrrent of treaty right~. 

Two students wiio participated in the fonnn indicated that they dropped 

out of school because of problems related to poor grades and farrd.ly 

problems. However, in each case there was no intervention by school or 

outside organizations. 

The State funding practices for education were also cited as 

discriminatory. 'J'he disparity between the arrount of _noney spent to educate 

urban areas {:r.ainly minority students) and the ar.cur-t sp:nt on suburban 

areas (mainly white) is significant. For example, just under $3,000 ·was 

sr:ent to educate a student in Detroit public schccls, ccrnpared to nearly 

double that figure in suburhan Detroit districts. Michigan I s overreliance 

er. prop::rty taxes to finance education leeks :i:ccr school districts into a 

sitmition in which they will not re able to match the per pupil spending of 

:r.icilry suburbs. It was agreed by all forum participants that education for 

students who are educated in urban schools requires at least the same 

dollar investment as education for sub11rban students. Currently, a State 

school finai,ce refonn novement has been '!:onned to close the gap in funding 

between urban and suburban school districts. 

https://farrd.ly
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State and local school district officials attributed the high minority 

dropout rat€' to :r.zny of the factors referenced above, however, they 

contended that the situation is also the manifestation cf students failing 

to achieve in school. There was also a consensus arrong participants that 

student discontinuance is not solely a school problem but a ccmnunity 

problem that will only be reduced through the coordinated efforts between 

schools, the hare, and civic and carrnunity groups. 

'Ji..s with causes, many solutions to reduce minority student dro:i;:out!'o 

,;-;ere identified. Some recorrm2ndations were: 

1. P.estructure State financing to er.sure comparable revenue 
allocation among school districts. 

;>. Develop an accurate standard definition of student dropout and a 
uniform rrethod of data collection. 

.3. I-b:iify the school curricula to incorp)rate the history and 
cultural contributions of minority groups. 

4. Cc>Lsider implementation of a statewide mandated :multicultural 
education in public schools. 

5. Elininate rrethods to track and categorize stufents according to 
ability; instead, errphasize cross-learning taught in hetereogeneous 
settmgs. 

E. Provide rrore opportunities for minority students to enroll in 
lil:eral c=;rts rather than vocational education courses. 

7. Initiate an ongcing review and rroni taring of school discipline 
r:clicies and practices. 

Eased on the presentations made to the Ccm!!ittee and ensuing 

discussion, it is ohvious that causes for the high minority dro:i;::out rate 

are compl~~ and frequently involve a combination of factors that include 

discrimination as well as sccioeconanic factors. It is also evident that 

in PJOr 1:rban areas the problem is rrore pervasive ar-d is believed to have 

far-reachin~ miplications for the future of rr.inority students. 

The COIT.littee hopes the information received will ericourage an ongoing 

and constructive dialogue en the issues and stimulate continued study and 

solutions to the many existing problems. 
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