Putting schools on the spot

Mayor-elect Sam Adams has made a breathtaking promise to cut the dropout rate in half; now he's got to deliver 
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B old promise or balderdash? When Mayor-elect Sam Adams began campaigning this year, he made a seemingly outrageous pledge -- to cut the dropout rate in half. And, oh, by the way, Adams said, it's 43 percent. 

Jaws dropped. 

Some people also said: MYOB. Portland mayors don't control Portland Public Schools. Other people scoffed not only at Adams' pledge but at his figures. They weren't familiar with the Portland Schools Foundation study he kept citing. Yet this study, released one year ago, set the gold standard for calculating the dropout rate. Significantly, other Portland school districts, even those with different rates, have embraced these findings. 
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The study tracked 4,853 students in the Portland class of 2004, the theoretical class, anyway. Two-fifths failed to graduate. By the end of 2005, only 57 percent had finished school. 

The study pinpointed key junctures when students are prone to dropping out, and summer is one of them. The transition from eighth grade to ninth grade is critical, too, along with the end of 11th grade and, surprisingly, the end of 12th, when they realize they don't have enough credits to graduate with their friends. 

So here's what Adams should do to fulfill his promise: 

1. Don't reinvent the wheel. Galvanized by last year's report, a coalition of school officials, nonprofits and businesses, called Connected By 25, is working to identify potential dropouts and keep them in the loop through summers and other perilous transitions. Portland, Parkrose, Centennial, David Douglas, Reynolds and the Gresham-Barlow school districts are involved in this effort. The new mayor should build on their work. 

2. Rope kids in with their own dreams, and city dollars. From Akron, Ohio, to Kalamazoo, Mich., Denver, Pittsburgh and San Francisco, mayors are now working to funnel high school kids into higher education via city scholarship programs. Adams has committed to starting such a program. His goal should be to offer every Portland high school graduate free tuition at Portland State University. 

3. Renew the children's investment program. Take a look at what other mayors are doing, and you see them pushing early-childhood and after-school programs much like those city taxpayers finance through the Children's Investment Fund. Maybe these programs could be better aligned to reduce the dropout rate. But next fall, Adams should lead the charge to renew this levy. 

4. Lead, but don't meddle. There are some known tactics for reducing the dropout rate, such as connecting students to career training. But Adams shouldn't grab at this tactic or that one. He should consult the true experts, Portland's five school superintendents. In the next few months, he should ask them to develop a strategic plan that lays out exactly what the city can do to help the schools keep kids in school. 

Adams' ambitious promise does put our school districts in the hot seat. But from the looks of things so far, that's actually where they want to be. The beauty of holding Adams to his pledge is that it puts Adams in the hot seat -- and there's no better place for a new mayor

