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Introduction 

Dr. Angela Long 

 “Embarrassment, disappointment, and desolation can be felt by a student who has failed to meet 

the academic requirements of his or her institution. Imagine experiencing all of these emotions 

and not knowing how to get back on track.” 

- Christie Cruise, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign -          

 

There is truth in the adage that “change comes by crisis.” History has shown that crises of all 

kinds often serve as the causative force which prompt government officials to enact changes in 

their governing rules.  Indeed, if a particular crisis elicits a high degree of public outrage or fear, 

such as the 2001 destruction of the World Trade Center in New York City or the 2012 school 

shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Connecticut, legislators at all levels of 

government rush to pass more restrictive laws with the intent of swiftly assuaging the concerns 

of their respective electorates. Yet once in a while a crisis will occur that draws little attention 

from either legislators or the news media. The high attrition rates within community colleges 

provide an apt example of such kind of crisis.  

 Between the year of 1947, when the first General Education Development certificate was 

first awarded, through the still-future year 2025, approximately 24 million residents of the 
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United States will have earned a GED certificate. As a means of comparison, the magnitude of 

that number slightly exceeds the combined populations of the states of Maine, New Hampshire, 

Montana, South Dakota, Rhode Island, Wyoming, Idaho, Vermont, New Mexico, Kansas, West 

Virginia, Nebraska, Arkansas, Alaska, North Dakota, and Hawaii (U.S. Census Quick Facts, 

2012). Equally astonishing, out of those millions of men and women projected to earn their GED 

certificates during the next ten years, roughly half of them will launch their postsecondary 

educations in a community college. Thus, if we suppose that history repeats itself, we can 

reasonably predict that between 20% and 40% of those newly-enrolled GED certificate holders 

will end their college experience within a time span of six months after having been 

matriculated, depending on the efficacy of the retention metrics of the college they attend.     

 But even if twice that number of GED students chose to drop out of college within half 

that period of time—roughly 500,000 men and women—that phenomenon still is likely to go 

unnoticed by an overwhelming majority of college personnel. Why? The answer is complex, 

however, here is a partial explanation:  The majority of college personnel tend to stereotype GED 

certificate holders as being academically underprepared for the rigors of postsecondary 

education.  

 Synonyms for “stigma” include some of these words:  “blemished,” “branded,” 

“dishonored,” “impure,” “shamed,” and “smirched.” Certainly all of these words tend to conjure 

up a pejorative mental imagery. Some might argue that the phrase “GED dropout” elicits a 

similar stigmatizing impression. Indeed, the vast majority of those tens of millions of Americans 

who earned a General Education Development certificate (GED) between 1950 and this present 

day feel that college personnel unconsciously brand them as academically inferior to traditional 

high school graduates—as “quitters” who weren’t capable of effectively competing with other 
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high school classmates who went on to earn a high school diploma. (If that statement strikes you 

as outrageous, ask a GED certificate holder if he or she likes being categorized as a “GED” 

recipient.) Yet national data collected by the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) 

reveals that GED certificate holders who persist to their second year of community college 

studies have accumulated grade point averages equal to their high school counterparts (Long, 

2004). 

 What prompted educators at the college level to view GED certificate holders as being at 

far greater risk of dropping out of college than their high school counterparts? The U.S. 

Department of Education traditionally has categorized “nontraditional college students” as being 

persons who possess one or more of these seven ‘factors’ of predictive risk:  (1) delayed 

enrollment; (2) having children at home; (3) being a single parent; (4) attending college part-

time; (5) being financially independent; (6) working full-time while enrolled in a postsecondary 

institution; and (7) being a GED certificate holder (NCES Fast Facts, 2002). Six of these criteria 

are reflective of specific environmental traits, i.e., social and financial background 

characteristics commonly associated with these college-level at-risk students. But notice that 

GED certificate holders—persons classified as ‘at-risk’ students due to their academic 

accomplishment—were included as part of this list. Since the General Education Development 

certificate is designed to function as an academic equivalent of a high school diploma, why are 

GED certificate holders at greater risk of dropping out of community colleges than high school 

graduates when the law expressly requires the academic prowess of GED students to 

demonstrate the same level of educational attainment as high school graduates in order for them 

to be legally awarded a General Education Development certificate? (Perhaps the time has come 

to replace the traditional “GED” title with another acronym that is non-stigmatizing).  



© 2013 Stylus Publishing, LLC  www.Styluspub.com  
 

 Numerous studies over the past five decades consistently have produced the similar 

finding that Americans spend more money per capita on educating their adolescent and teenage 

children than any other nation in the world. However, current research shows that a majority of 

first-time college students take at least one remedial course. The common belief is that “under-

preparedness” is a key causative force behind the high numbers of college dropouts, particularly 

at community colleges. With that thought kept in mind, pause for a moment to evaluate the 

import of these words contained in the abstract of a research study conducted by the National 

Bureau of Economic Research, entitled “Development, Discouragement, or Diversion? New 

Evidence on the Effects of College Remediation”: 

“Half of all college students take at least one remedial course as part of their 

postsecondary experience, despite mixed evidence on the effectiveness of this 

intervention…We find that remediation does little to develop students’ skills.” 

(Scott-Clayton & Rodriguez, Aug. 2012). 

 As discussed in Chapter Five, the traditional protocol that promotes the idea that remedial 

coursework is key to reducing the dropout rates among at-risk community college students may 

have, in reality, unwittingly served to produce the opposite effect (i.e., to increase dropout rates).  

 Over the past three decades, both the federal and state departments of education have 

sought to understand the causes of the escalating rates of high school attrition. Numerous 

theories have been advanced as possible explanations for this growing phenomenon among high 

school students. But oddly, community colleges have lagged behind in this effort to understand 

the ‘dropout crisis.’ If that statement seems unwarranted, pause for a moment to consider the 

import of these words printed in the December 16, 2011 issue of U.S. News and World Report 

magazine, entitled “Dropouts Prove Costly”: 
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“More than 40 percent of community colleges responding to a 2010 ACT survey 

have no one responsible for coordinating retention efforts; more than half have no 

goals for first-year student retention” (Jacobs,  2011, December 16). 

 The author of this news article cited data she retrieved from research conducted by 

several national organizations, including the American Association of Community Colleges 

(AACC), the American Institutes of Research (AIR), the U.S. Department of Education’s 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), Lumina Foundation’s Achieving the Dream 

project, and Complete College America. The opening paragraph of this article is particularly 

attention-grabbing: 

 “Fewer than 45 percent of college-ready students and just 20 percent of remedial 

students earn a certificate or degree in four years at Valencia College in Orlando, 

Fla. That’s ‘nearly three times the rate’ of similar urban community colleges and 

impressive enough to earn Valencia the first Aspen Prize for Community College 

Excellence, awarded Dec. 12 [2011] in Washington, D.C.” (Jacobs, 2011). 

 It is the reverse of the numbers cited above—i.e., 55% and 80%—that ought to raise 

one’s eyebrows. Indeed, if Valencia College was singled out as the best of America’s 1,157 two-

year public institutions of higher learning because it graduated nearly half of its student body 

with an associate’s degree, then how are the 300 community colleges that fall within the bottom 

quartile of America’s 1,157 community colleges doing in respect to their efficacy in reducing 

first-year student attrition? Regardless of how one chooses to answer that question, if the 2010 

ACT survey is even marginally accurate—specifically, that 40 percent of community colleges 

have no one responsible for coordinating student retention efforts, and 50 percent of them have 

never developed a matrix to improve student retention—then it seems inarguable that America’s 
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educational system must undergo a metaphorical “rebirth” if it is to remain competitive in the 

global marketplace.  

A Terminius A Quo Benchmark 

 A person who has “perspective” is said to be capable of viewing things in just proportion. 

In similar fashion, a person who possesses the ability to discern the true nature of something is 

said to have “perception.” As such, the findings (i.e., “perceptions”) of any given research 

project that involves observations of human behavior can be skewed away from reality if the 

researcher’s “perspective” lacks sufficient breadth and scope. Of course, the most practical 

means for averting such research deficiencies is to conduct observations through several sets of 

trained eyes. Thus, the contributing writers who made this book possible—policy analysts, 

researchers, practitioners, college administrators, and student leaders—collectively produced a 

terminus a quo benchmark that can serve as a springboard for educators to develop more 

efficacious sets of  metrics to enhance  student persistence and attainment. (The word 

“benchmark” denotes the idea of something that serves as a standard point of reference for 

decision-making, and the Latin phrase terminus a quo means “starting point”). 

 Without question, all of the educators, policy analysts, researchers, and administrators 

who participated in the development of Rebirth of a Dropout Nation: Examining Education’s 

Forgotten GED Population are people specially gifted with an abundance of “perspective” and 

“perception.”  In addition to holding positions of high authority in education, all of them also are 

nationally recognized by their peers as both experts and policy innovators in their respective 

fields of specialty—people who stand on the ‘cutting-edge’ of exploration and new 

understandings of the issues associated with student attrition, persistence, and attainment.  
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 Global automotive manufacturers long ago discovered that some of the best ideas for 

achieving better productivity at lower costs originated from their assembly-line workers. In like 

manner, when educators and analysts seek to discover the differing thought patterns that swirl 

about in the collective mindset of GED college dropouts, who is better qualified to speak about 

the self-doubts of failure that GED students experience than GED students who themselves 

struggled with self-doubts? The ninth chapter of this book will take you on a fascinating journey 

inside the thinking of a GED student who battled the same obstacles which derail so many 

people who belong to this demographic group, as well as the voice of student leaders who put 

themselves at the front-line to help solve this attrition crisis. 

 When you have finished reading the beginning three chapters of Rebirth of a Dropout 

Nation: Examining Education’s Forgotten GED Population, you already will have garnered a 

plethora of research findings far more comprehensive than anything available on the Internet. 

And for those readers who are college administrators, before you turn the last page of chapter six 

your mind will already be thinking about creative ways to bolster the rates of persistence and 

attainment at your own college. Then, after you finish reading chapter twelve, you will want to 

pass this book onward to your colleagues.  

 Many college personnel, including some college presidents, commonly believe that GED 

certificate holders are not academically competitive with high school graduates. Yet, remarkably, 

when asked how many of their GED population dropout either before or immediately after their 

first term or semester in college, only a small percentage of college administrators are able to 

point to verifiable data collected by their institutional research personnel which answers that 

question. Perhaps Mark Schneider, vice president of American Institutes for Research, aptly 

summed up the core of this problem with this brief statement: “data collection and data 
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dissemination are still in the Dark Ages” (Schneider, 2011). Mr. Schneider’s rather brusque 

comment raises this intriguing question: How is it possible for analysts and administrators to 

formulate an effective retention paradigm aimed at the “at-risk” GED college demographic if 

they do not know what percent of their GED students are dropping out of college?  The best 

answer to that question is this: It isn’t possible! 

 Today’s best scholars tend to stand upon the shoulders of the preceding generation of 

scholars. Up until just recently, the numbers of shoulders upon which educators could stand 

while examining data concerning the causal forces that induce GED certificate holders to 

prematurely drop out of community colleges were, to be blunt, few indeed. But Rebirth of a 

Dropout Nation: Examining Education’s Forgotten GED Population significantly changes that 

condition. If the data collection and data dissemination concerning our nation’s dropout crisis 

was still in “the Dark Ages” as recently as 2011 (as Mr. Schneider asserted), then it is fair to say 

that this book is a giant leap toward “enlightenment.” And in the same metaphorical vein, it also 

serves as a sturdy set of “shoulders” upon which future researchers and educators can squarely 

stand! 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




