


In the United States, Latino populations comprise 
approximately 14.5% of the population and 18.6% of the 
K-12 enrollment in schools.1  Latino students currently 
represent the fastest growing racial group in U.S. schools.2 
For school years 2001 - 2005, Latino students accounted 
for 57% of total growth in N.C. public schools.3 Recent data 
from births in N.C. project a dramatic upsurge in the Latino 
high school student population from the current number of 
about 4,483 in 2008 to over 57,000 in the year 2020.4  These 
increases in North Carolina’s Latino high school population 
coincide with heightened rates of high school dropout. For 

example, research shows that only 52% of Latino youth in 
N.C. graduated from high school in 4 years in 2001.5 Hence, 
substantial numbers of Latino youth in N.C. will likely have 
decreased job prospects and increased poverty in the future 
if dropout rates do not change.6 The economic impact of high 
school dropouts in N.C. is staggering. In 2006, dropouts cost 
the state 7.5 billion dollars in lost income, amounting to an 
11 billion dollar annual negative impact on North Carolina’s 
economy.7 These staggering statistics point to the need for 
a further understanding of why Latino youth in our state are 
dropping out of school. 

introduction

Question:  What factors influenced youth grades 
and homework completion?

For Latino boys in our sample, the strongest predictor 
of both completion of homework and grades was father 
involvement. Similarly, ESL teacher involvement had a 
strong positive effect on boy’s academics. Our models also 
showed high negative relations between the influence 
of peers, mothers, and regular teachers and academic 
(grades and homework completion). Among the Latino 
girls in our sample, school climate, father involvement, 
and school counselor involvement appeared to have 
a positive effect on their academic performance. Other 
factors such as peer influence, mother involvement, 

and ESL teacher involvement had little impact on the 
academic success of Latinas.
Table 1. The influence of factors on boys’ and girls’ grades and homework completion.

Peer Influence -.41  – -.58  –

Mother’s Influence -.74  – -.30  –

Father’s Influence .80 .15 .23 .21

Regular Teacher’s Influence -.33  – -.32 -.31

ESL Teacher’s Influence .45  – .25  –

Counselor’s Influence .29  –  – .19

Principal’s Influence .29  –  – .19

School Climate Influence .15 .25  – .32

Homework Completion

Latent Factors                                             Boys’                Girls’                  Boys’                Girls’

Note: Just identified models are reported with standardized coefficients.  Fit statistics: χ2 = 275.35 
- 316.32, df = 161-166, CFI =.96, RMSEA = .06

Grades

results
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sample
Description of the Sample During the 2008 Hispanic 
Educational Summit organized by the North Carolina Society 
of Hispanic Professionals (NCSHP), 501 Latino 6-12 graders 
(218 males and 283 females) from 36 school systems/
districts completed an in-depth survey. The large majority 
of the sample was first generation Latino students (90%; 
with the majority of youth of Mexican origin), and though 
there was variation in the number of years students had 
lived in the U.S., the majority (64%) reported they had lived 
in the U.S. for less than eight years. In general, students 
came from homes where Spanish was the primary 
language (83%) although the majority of them (70%) rated 
themselves as fully fluent or speaking English very well.

Measures The questionnaire involved 50 closed-
ended and 11 open-ended questions which asked about 
demographics, parent engagement, peer support, teacher/
staff support, factors leading to dropout, factors preventing 
dropout, and so on. A group of 22 items was used to assess 
the types of factors (impacts of peers, mothers, fathers, ESL 

teachers, regular teachers, counselors, principals, and school 
climate) influencing the academic success of Latino youth.

Data Analyses Structural equation modeling analyses 
were used to understand how peers, family members, 
school staff, and school climate were predictive of youth’s 
current academic outcomes. Individual models were 
assessed for both boys and girls and for two academic 
outcome variables: grades and homework completion 
(see Table 1 below). LISREL 8.72 software and full 
information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation were 
used.8

Additionally, three open-ended questions and three 
multiple response questions were asked in this study to 
allow students the opportunity to fully describe what 
they felt lead their peers to drop out, and what could 
be done to help their peers stay in school. Responses to 
the open-ended questions were coded into themes and 
substantiated by three reviewers, and frequencies of 
these themes were estimated. 



Students could select up to four of the eight prescribed 
reasons to explain why their peers are dropping out of 
school or could write in their own response. Seventy-
five percent of the students checked “personal reasons 
(pregnancy, problems at home)” as one of the four 
possible choices. 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%). 

Question:  What makes it hard for your peers to stay in school?
Difficulty of school work/ 
English difficulties

Pressure to help family 
financially

Peer pressure

Bored/no interest in school

Gangs or drugs

Problems at home/family 
related issues
Discrimination, racism, 
sense of belonging

Pregnancy

Poor grades in school

No parent support

Other

4%3%4%

10% 11%
15%

22%
5%

8%

8%

9%

One open-ended question explored Latino youth’s 
perceptions of factors that made it harder for their peers 
to graduate from school. The most commonly reported 
theme was “difficulty in understanding or completing 
their school work” (22% or 104 youth responded with 
an answer of this type). The next most frequently 
reported themes were “pressure to help their family 

economically” (68 youth or 15%) and “peer pressure” (50 
youth or 11%). The next four themes were suggested 
by 36 to 45 students (8-10%): no true interest in school, 
gang involvement or drugs, problems at home, and 
discrimination by peers and teachers. Though reported 
somewhat less often, the response “becoming pregnant” 
was also significant (25 youth or 6%).

Similar to the previous question we asked the students 
about problems or dangers that they themselves faced 
in school. Again, participants could choose up to four 
reasons from eight answer choices that were provided or 
write in their own reason. Most students (51%) selected 
“discrimination/racism from other students.” 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 English fluency 

creates issues for these students. It may also be that 
academic or grammatical usage of English (as required in 
school) may challenge these students even if they consider 
themselves to be fluent in conversational English. “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.

Question:  What kind of services and/or classes would help prevent students from dropping out of school?

Question:  What are the main reasons that you know of or believe to be the cause of students dropping out 
of school?

Question:  What are the problems/ dangers that you face at school, if any? 
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Tutoring/ Mentoring/ After school programs

Improved ESL classes/ more Spanish speaking staff

Improved communication with teachers/faculty

Motivation and support from teachers/staff

Classes with links to professions

Information on the consequences of dropping out

Other

28%

16%
16%

6%9%

12%

13%

An open-ended question was used to understand the 
services that Latino youth believed would prevent their 
peers from dropping out. The most often reported 
suggestion was academic support in the form of tutoring, 

mentoring, afterschool programs (indicated by 113 
students or 28%), followed by improved ESL classes and 
more Spanish-speaking staff (indicated by 63 students 
or 16%). Another 60 students (16%) reported that they 



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). Sixty-nine students (18%) said that afterschool 

programs or special tutoring services should be provided. 
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).

discussion/implications
The goal of this study was to investigate Latino youth’s 
perceptions of why their peers are dropping out, as well 
as what they think could be done to encourage their peers 
to stay in school. In terms of ecological factors influencing 
Latino youth’s academic success, we found that fathers 
played a strong role in the academic success of the Latino 
youth (both boys and girls) in our sample. It appears that 
Latino fathers may be an untapped resource, whose 
support might dramatically influence the academics of 
Latino youth. We also found that the influence of peers 
and mothers both had strong negative relations to 
academic outcomes for Latino boys in our sample.

Previous literature usually emphasizes the importance 
of mothers in the academic success of their children; 
however, this study did not confirm this finding for boys.9 

In fact, in all models mothers were either a negative 
or neutral influence on academics. We feel that these 
findings may indicate that considering all other factors, 
mother’s support may at times be seen as pressure and in 
fact may discourage educational resilience among boys. 
Considering that Latino boys are the group of highest risk 
for dropout in the state of North Carolina,10 our findings 
take on special importance. Some boys in this sample 
reported feeling nagged by their mothers and especially 
in need of positive “natural” mentors whom they respect 

and want to be like. It appears that Latino boys may truly 
benefit from additional encouragement from their fathers 
and other male role models.

Reasons given for why Latino youth drop out included 
difficulty of school work, personal reasons (pregnancy 
or problems at home), supporting one’s family 
economically by working, and peer pressure. These 
findings are consistent with those of other large-scale 
studies of dropouts, which generally place academic 
challenges as the leading factor.11 An open-ended 
question revealed that many of these students 
struggled with English, making all of their academics 
difficult. One student commented: “Because have trouble 
with English, can’t understand, the teachers go to fast.” 
The majority of students in this survey had lived in the 
United States for somewhere between one and eight 
years, meaning they did not grow up speaking English 
which in turn makes academics more challenging.

Approximately 75% of the students selected personal 
reasons like pregnancy and problems at home as the 
reasons they felt caused their peers to drop out, and 
similarly when qualitative responses were aggregated 
17% of respondents reported that personal reasons 
(problems at home, pregnancy, no parental support) led 
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Question: What do you think could be done to prevent youth from dropping out of school?

39%

18%
14%

11%

6%
5% 3% 4%

More teacher support, more Spanish 
speaking teachers

Special programs (i.e., tutoring, after 
school programs, parent education)

Help them with goals; goal to pursue 
college, motivation to get education

Family support and better communication 
between parents-children-school

Create restrictions for dropouts/
change age that you can dropout

Increased involvement in 
extracurricular activities

Increased sense of belonging

Other: scholarships, better rules

thought improved communication with teachers/faculty 
would improve their peers’ likelihood to stay in school. 
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 that having more information about 
the consequences of dropping out, and 23 students 
(6%) reported that “other” factors like involvement in 
extracurricular school activities or increased parent-
teacher communication would help reduce their peers’ 
dropout intentions.



their peers to drop out. One of the most common reasons 
Latina girls gave for dropping out was, in their words, “They 
get pregnant.” This is consistent with reports showing 
Latinas currently have the highest teen pregnancy and 
teen birth rate of any ethnic group in the country, nearly 
double the average rates.12

Another prominent body of research has assessed the 
role of employment in dropout decisions.13 Numerous 
students shared similar comments to this one: “Us 
Hispanics we drop-off 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. This could be improved by legislation prohibiting 
employment prior to age 18 during school days, and 
sensible enforcement methods to help employers chose 
to obey such legislation.14
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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 deviant peer relationships with 
high school dropout problems,15 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 from succeeding 
and instead competing to distract their 
peers and teachers. Prevention programs 
would do well to consider the importance 
of the true friendships among students 
and encourage opportunities for youth to support one 
another as they participate in positive activities they 
enjoy. In concordance with a previous study conducted 
by NCSHP with a similar group of N.C. youth in 2004, 
discrimination by peers was still the most commonly 
reported problem Latino youth reported experiencing 
in school. 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, and improved training to create 
a more culturally supportive environment (e.g., safety, 
teacher sensitivity to all students, higher educational 
expectations for all students).16

This study provides important conclusions about what 
students think will help their peers stay in school. The 

top three suggestions from youth in this study included: 
1) academic support in the form of tutoring, mentoring, 
afterschool programs; 2) improved ESL classes; and 3) 
more Spanish-speaking staff/teachers. Very few programs 
exist in North Carolina that target Latino youth via 
tutoring, mentoring, or afterschool programs. Support 
is needed for groups doing this kind of work, such as 
Blue Ribbon Mentor Advocates.17 Increased support and 
evaluation of these and other research-based programs 
would improve the Latino dropout phenomenon. In our 
models, ESL teacher involvement had a strong positive 
effect on boys’ grades and homework completion. 

Qualitative results supported this conclusion showing 
that youth really valued teachers that they felt really 
cared about them and would “go the extra mile” for them. 
We suggest that future efforts include support to help 
ESL teachers (and other teachers, staff, and resource 

persons working with Latino youth) learn 
to connect with their students. Teachers 
are sorely needed who can make the extra 
effort to demonstrate “personalismo” or 
highly personable relations with these 
youth.18 Because many teachers often 
indicate that time and work pressures 
(e.g., serving in multiple capacities such as 
translators), make visiting with youth and 
families very difficult, we would suggest 
that teachers be granted more time for 
relationship building activities (e.g., home 
visits, phone calls, field trips), especially 
staff who work with at-risk youth.

Students indicated the need for more 
Spanish-speaking staff 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, DC  
who published a very worthwhile report entitled  
“What works for Latino students.”19 In addition, 
participants in this study long for teachers and staff  
who they can identify with, who come from a 
similar culture to them, and who understand 
what they are experiencing. They indicated that 
this would help them to feel more comfortable 
in their school and better understood by those 
in their school. Similarly, students reported 
that they needed more support and help to 
understand: 1) what options were available to them  
beyond high school, 2) information on how  
to get to college, and 3) details about scholarships.



recommendations
We believe it is reasonable to use these findings from 
Latino youth in North Carolina in conjunction with other 

state of the art research to make recommendations for 
possible actions. 

We also support the suggestions (e.g., early warning 
systems to support struggling students) made by authors 
of a recent report by the NC Center for Public Policy 
Research and a report entitled The Silent Epidemic.20 We 
hope the recommendations shared in this report can help 
educational advocates and others who are interested 
in responding to the needs of Latino students, to enter 
into a discussion about what can be done. The dilemma 

surrounding Latino dropout will not be resolved quickly 
nor without concerted effort. As prominent scholars of 
the dropout crisis, Velez and Saenz 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.”21

Increase parent involvement, in particular involvement of fathers in their youth’s education.

Develop programs to supplement English learning in multiple settings (e.g., afterschool programs/
supplements, classes, clubs).

Provide trusted counseling relationships for Latino youth who are dealing with personal issues (e.g., 
pregnancy, troubles at home).

Enact policy to reduce employment options for Latino youth during school hours.

Espouse methods in schools and programmatic efforts that involve natural peer relationships and offer 
opportunities for building lasting, positive peer-to-peer relationships.

Provide cultural sensitivity training to school teachers, staff, and administrators, and efforts to make 
peer relations and school environments culturally supportive.

Improve support and resource allocation for ESL teachers and bilingual resource persons in schools.

Increase support and evaluation for programs targeting Latino youth via tutoring, mentoring, or 
afterschool programs.
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