
Essential Building Block L ist Ð Background and Methodology 
According to national statistics, Oregon has one of the highest dropout rates in the country, particularly 

among students from marginalized communities. In addition, there is a variety of conflicting information 
on programs and strategies to address the dropout rate. 

In response to that, drawing on extensive national research and their diverse local perspectives, the 
Consensus Panel guiding the early stages of this project overwhelmingly agreed that the key to student 
retention is the educatorÕs understanding of each studentÕs unique learning needs, styles and context. 
They also agreed that this educator understanding must address the full diversity of learners, including 
ethnicity and language groups, socio-economic levels, disabilities, and sexual orientation.  

Using that research as a guide, the Consensus Panel prioritized five essential building blocks, chosen 
from a research-driven list of thirty-five topics, as the programmatic core for student retention at all school 
levels.  (Additional building blocks reflect specific needs at certain ages and academic development.) An 
essential building block was agreed to be a practice grounded in both educational theory and experience 
that is commonly recognized and used by educators.  
 

Student Retention Essential Building Blocks 
The first five items on this chart are considered the essential elements  

necessary at all school levels to improve student retention rates. 

 
No one on the Consensus Panel (or at Innovation Partnership) suggests that the f ive essential building 

blocks are the only elements needed to keep a student in school.  But they do represent a core that must be 
present in order for all students to move through their school years and graduate. 



Basis of Educator Economic/Social/Cultural Understanding  
The Consensus Panel agreed that educators must, at minimum, understand the knowledge of the impact 

of poverty, home language other than English, and cultural norms other than her/his own.  
ÒTeachers and parents can take several approaches to integrate and develop a multicultural perspective,Ó 
says Rey Gomez of the College of Education at Arizona State 
University. ÒThe promotion of a positive self-concept is essential, as 
is a focus on activities that highlight the similarities and differences 
in all childrenÕs lives. The treatment of children as unique 
individuals, each with something special to contribute, is an 
important strategy. If a teacher is to understand the whole child, he 
or she must become aware of the childÕs cultural background.Ó 2 

For educator economic/cultural/social understanding to be 
successful, the school community must value an approach that does 
not just Òtack onÓ educator competencies, but makes it a fundamental 
part of the learning environment.  According to James Banks, author 
of Educating Citizens in a Multicultural Society, ÒResearch indicates that the academic achievement of 
students of color and low-income students can be increased when teaching strategies and activities build 
upon the cultural and linguistic strengths of students and teachers have cultural competency in the cultures 
of their students.  Teachers also need to have high academic expectations for students, to explicitly teach 
students the rules of power governing classroom interactions, and to create equal-status situations in the 
classrooms.Ó 3 

 
Importance of the Essential Building Blocks to the Community 

The essential building blocks are, in essence, a laypersonÕs guide to the fundamentals of student 
retention. The list provides a starting point to ask questions about a school or program targeted at a 
particular school level: elementary, middle or high school.    

A parent could ask his/her childÕs elementary school teacher or principal, ÒHow are you addressing the 
need for high, clear expectations by teachers, administrators, and school staff for every child in this 
school?Ó While judging the quality and applicability of the response is up to the parent, this tool provides a 
set of the priority areas from which to ask further questions. 

If you are considering funding a project and you have two-dozen proposals for elementary school age 
programs and cannot fund them all, with this report, you could easily create a matrix of the seven essential 
building blocks to help you to rate and rank the proposals. In addition to seeing if the proposal meets your 
mission and quality criteria, you could check to see if the program or strategy addresses the essential 
building blocks. 

Today, we are all challenged with too many education needs and wants, and are forced to make trade-
off decisions. While you may agree or disagree on the total resources available or the essential needs, this 
tool provides enough information for both the layperson and administrator to form an opinion, make an 
informed decision and take action. 
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FACT:  Student groups 
overrepresented in dropout 
populations include: 1 
¥ Children in poverty 
¥ Racial/Ethnic minor ities 
¥ Children with English 

as a second language 
¥     Sexual minor ity     
        youth 


