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Abstract 

The focus of this management analysis is to address the high dropout rate at Milford High School 

in the Milford School District. Student dropout is a result of various school-based factors that 

include poor attendance, lack of exposure to rigorous curriculum, and lack of home support. This 

analysis presents reasons for the high MHS student dropout for the 2020-2021 school year, how 

management issues at the district level has contributed to this issue, and proposes 

recommendations for improving school climate, diversity, and accountability of school practices 

that ultimately impact student retention.  
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Introduction 

 Student dropouts affect every part of society. Students who dropout of high school are 

less likely to earn a livable wage, likelier to suffer from adverse health outcomes, more likely to 

rely on public assistance, and are more likely to end up in the criminal justice system 

(Rumberger, 2013). In Delaware, any student over the age of 16 (if under 18 years old the 

student needs written consent by a parent or guardian) may withdraw from public school if an 

exit interview is conducted with the student and parent(s) (Delaware Code Title 14, Chapter 27, 

n.d.). While legislation was introduced in the Delaware General Assembly in 2017 to raise the 

age requirement for school attendance in Delaware from 16 to 18 years of age, the bill never 

made it out of committee (Mueller, 2019).  

 This paper focuses on the addressing the management issues of the Milford School 

District administration and leadership team, which have contributed to the high dropout rate in 

recent years. First, in the Policy Problem section of this analysis, I will provide an overview of 

the current dropout rate for the 2020-2021 school year. In the same section, I will also explain 

how current management issues including a negative school climate, lack of diversity, and lack 

of accountability have contributed to such problem. In the Policy Options section of this report, I 

will propose three solutions to address the policy problem facing the district including creating a 

school environment free of politics, creating a district wide strategic plan, and increasing 

diversity in the district. 

 Furthermore, in the Recommendation section of this analysis, I will explain why creating 

a district wide strategic plan is the best solution for the district in addressing dropout rates. I will 

conclude the analysis with an overview of the implementation process that the district will have 

to undergo to implement the district wide strategic plan.  
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Policy Problem 

Background 

 The Milford School District serves more than 4,200 students from both Kent and Sussex 

Counties. Milford High School is the district’s lone high school and is home to 1,122 students 

according to the Delaware Department of Education’s Report Card website (Delaware 

Department of Education, n.d.-a). Of the total student population, 48 percent are white students, 

23 percent are Black or African American, and 21 percent are Hispanic/Latino (n.d.-a). 

Additionally, 28 percent of all students are low income, 10 percent are English Learners, and 16 

percent are students with disabilities. Furthermore, the graduation rate is at 79.87 percent for 

students who graduate in 4 years, and only 51 percent of students are college and/or career ready. 

Milford High School’s mission statement is as follows: 

Milford High School will create a safe, nurturing, and academically stimulating 

environment that will inspire excellence in teaching and life-long learning so that each 

student will possess the skills and attitudes essential to participate in a diverse and 

changing world. In partnership with home and community, our mission is to develop 

citizens who respect themselves and others, value cultural diversity, set goals with a 

positive attitude, think critically to solve problems, and can adapt to the changing needs 

of a global society (Milford High School, n.d.).  

In 2019, the Delaware Department of Education announced that the graduation rate for 

the state for the 2017-2018 school year had hit a record high and that the dropout rate dropped to 

1.68 percent from 1.71 percent in 2017 (Delaware Department of Education, 2019). However, 

despite the state average increase in the graduation rate and decrease in the dropout rate for the 

2017-2018 school year, the Milford School District was facing a high dropout rate within recent 
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years. In the 2017-2018 school year, according to the Delaware Department of Education, the 

dropout rate for Milford School District was 2.7 percent, or 28 students (Delaware Department of 

Education, n.d.-b). For the 2018-2019 school year, the dropout rate decreased to 2.6 percent and 

for the 2019-2020 school year, the rate further decreased to 1.5 percent (n.d.-b).  

Figure 1: Dropout Rates by Year in the Milford School District  

 

Source: Delaware Department of Education (n.d.).-b 

Moreover, the dropout rate for racial minority students is higher in the district than it is 

for white students even though white students make up a bigger share of the student population. 

The demographic breakdown presented by DOE shows that in the 2018-2019 school year, 5.8 

percent of students who dropped out were Hispanic/Latino, 2.3 percent were African American, 

and 1.6 percent were white students (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2: Dropout Rates in the Milford School District by Race/Ethnicity  

 

Source: Delaware Department of Education (n.d.)-c 

 The latest data provided by the Department of Education’s state report card website is 

from the 2019-2020 school year. Therefore, I requested from Milford High School Principal 

Jesse Parsley data on the number of students who had dropped out as of April 2021, the grade 

level at which students dropped out at, and the reason students withdrew as indicated during their 

exit interview.  

Figure 3: 2020-21 Dropouts  
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Source: Parsley (2021) 

 From the data retrieved by Principal Parsley, as of April 2021, 40 students had dropped 

out of Milford High School (Parsley, 2021). 37.5 percent of cases were due to truancyi or 

attendance problems followed by employmentii at 17.5 percent, and general dislike for school at 

10 percent. Moreover, the vast majority of students who have dropped out as of April 2021 were 

those who were in 10th grade (see Figure 4).  

Figure 4 

Grade Level of Student Withdraw 

 

 
i According to Delaware Law, truancy is when a student has more than 3 unexcused absences during the course of 

the school year (Delaware Courts, n.d.). School districts must file truancy charges after a student has reached 20 

unexcused absences.  
ii Given that students were in a hybrid mode of instruction due to the COVID-19 pandemic, they were not bound to 

instruction five days a week. Therefore, some students took on employment opportunities as they balanced school.  
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Source: Parsley (2021).  

Note: The vast majority of students who dropped out within this school year were in 10th grade. 

Principal Parsley indicated at the Milford Board of Education meeting on May 17, 2021, that 

students at 10th grade were usually 16 years of age, which is the legal age that students in 

Delaware may withdraw from school.  

COVID-19 Pandemic 

 There is no doubt that the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted in-person learning for students 

across the nation and across the State of Delaware. However, this paper does not seek to address 

whether the COVID-19 pandemic had any effect on the dropout rate in the Milford School 

District. It may certainly be the case that the pandemic may be one—if not the greatest—

contributor to the increase in dropouts during the 2020-2021 school year, but many of the 

decisions during the pandemic that affected student learning were made locally by the board of 
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education or the superintendent. For reasons that I will elaborate in the following sections, 

including a negative school climate, lack of accountability, and lack of diversity during the 

decision-making processes, have contributed to a lack of engagement by students. This has led 

not just to an increase in the number of students dropping out, but it also has influenced the low 

proficiency rates in English language arts and math, a low graduation rate, especially for English 

learners, and the district’s ability to only prepare 50 percent of 12th graders for college and/or 

careers (Delaware Department of Education, n.d.-a).  

 Proficiency rates and college and/or career ready scores have not changed significantly 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, which is an indication that the pandemic is not the only or the 

greatest contributor for low performance scores in the Milford School District. Therefore, in the 

following sections, I seek to evaluate how management processes by district leaders have played 

a role in a high dropout rate and assess recommendations as to how to improve it moving 

forward.  

Forces that Contribute to a High Dropout Rate 

 In the following subsections, I will focus on three forces that contribute to the high 

dropout rate in the Milford School District: a negative school climate, lack of accountability, and 

lack of diversity in the decision-making processes.  

Negative School Climate 

 School climate refers to the quality and character of school life and it is based on patterns 

of experiences by students, parents, and school personnel. (National School Climate Center, 

n.d.). Additionally, it is reflective of the norms, goals, and interpersonal relationships, teaching 

and learning practices, and organizational structures of a school district (n.d.). Each year, the 

Delaware Department of Education, and the University of Delaware’s Center for Disabilities 
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Studies in partnership with Delaware public schools, conduct school climate surveys with 

students, faculty, and families. While I did not realize that the findings of school climate surveys 

are not made publicly available to families, students, and some district staff besides leadership, I 

requested a copy of the 2019-2020 Milford School District Climate Survey from the 

superintendent.  

 The school climate survey is comprised of three surveys: the student survey, staff survey, 

and family survey. It measures perceptions of school climate, classroom/school management 

techniques, bullying victimization, student engagement, and student social and emotional 

competencies.  The school climate survey uses a variety of scales and measures those scales on a 

standard score and average item score. For the purposes of this analysis, I will resort to focusing 

solely on the high school scores. I will use the average item score for teacher-student relations 

scale, the student-student relations scale, and the student engagement school wide scale for the 

student version of the survey. I will use the average item score for the teacher-student relations 

scale and the staff relations scale for the teacher version of the survey.  

 For the survey, students and teachers are asked to respond to questions using a response 

scale as follows: 1=Disagree a Lot, 2=Disagree, 3=Agree, and 4=Agree a Lot. Based on the 

rubric established, a favorable average item score for the School Climate, Techniques, 

Engagement, and Social Emotional Competencies Scales must be 3.2 or above. An unfavorable 

average item score on those scales will have an average score of 2.5 or below. 

Figure 5 

Scale Rubric  
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Source: University of Delaware (2020). 

 As seen in Figure 6 below, the average item score for student engagement based on 251 

students surveyed was 2.45, which is an unfavorable score. The average item score for the 

student-to-student relations was slightly higher at 2.57, and the average item score for teacher-to-

student relations was at 2.85. While the student engagement had an unfavorable average item 

score, both the student-to-student relations scale and the teacher-to-student scale had lower 

scores than the other lower grade schools. This means that high school students perceived a lack 

of engagement school-wide and they felt that teacher relationships weren’t strong.   

Figure 6 

School Climate: Average Item Scores Summary for Student Version 
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Source: University of Delaware (2020). 

The results of the student survey seem to indicate a correlation between a lack of student 

engagement and the dropout rate as one of the biggest reasons, as indicated prior, for students 

dropping out was because they disliked school or felt a lack of engagement. According to 

Bridgeland et al. (2006), a major motivation for student dropout is a lack of classroom 

engagement. Teachers play a big part in whether students feel motivated or not. According to 

Hupfield (2010), whether a student feels engaged depends on whether students are provided a 

safe and supportive environment that not only fosters interesting and relevant learning 

opportunities, but also that promote higher order thinking. Unfortunately, the negative school 

climate isn’t just felt by students; it is also felt by teachers.  

The staff version of the results included 55 teachers that were surveyed at Milford High 

School. The average item score for teacher-to-student relations scale was 3.08, which means that 
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teachers perceive a better relationship with students than what students indicated in their survey. 

For staff relations, however, the average item score was 2.63. While it is not necessarily 

indicated as unfavorable by the rubric, it does bring some concerns.  

Figure 7 

School Climate: Average Item Scores Summary for Staff Version 

 

Source: University of Delaware (2020) 

 A low average item score for staff relations as indicated by the teacher version of the 

school climate survey indicate that either teachers feel unappreciated or not supported by their 
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peers and/or their supervisors. This could cause for teachers to be unable to use effective 

instructional practices that increase student motivation and achievement, which increases the 

likelihood of dropping out. There may be less professional development opportunities, 

innovative ideas may not be taken into consideration, or even public recognition or praise is not 

demonstrated by leadership.  

 According to Bulach et al. (2011) in Creating a Culture for High-Performing Schools: A 

Comprehensive Approach to School Reform and Dropout Prevention, there are four distinct 

types of school cultures: 1) the laissez-faire school culture, which is an underperforming school; 

2) the traditional school culture, which is a low-performing school; 3) the enlightened traditional 

school culture, which is above average performing school; and 4) the high-performing school 

culture. I believe the Milford School District has a traditional school culture because the 

principal and administrative team are very much in control of the decision-making process. 

Bulach et al. (2011) characterize traditional school cultures as a place where teachers are 

subordinates to the leadership and in turn, students are the subordinates of teachers (p. 5). As a 

result, students feel frustrated as they perceive teachers not caring, having double standards, 

having favorite students, and not helpful to name a few.  

 The traditional school culture exemplified by the Milford School District has been 

exposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Teachers and lower-level staff felt unheard as they pleaded 

to the district administration to listen to their concerns as the school made decisions about 

reopening during the summer of 2020. As an example, I received various emails by teachers 

imploring that the board allow them to begin the school year in a completely remote setting as 

they felt unsafe returning in-person. Other teachers expressed frustrations at the lack of basic 

safety protocols followed at the high school, such as the district not replacing 10-year-old air 
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filters in the school, or the lack of adequate cleaning by custodians. These frustrations were 

brought up during public comment at multiple school board meetings, and when I personally 

reached out to one of the teachers to ask why she didn’t report the air filter issue with her 

principal, her response was, “I have for years, and they have not done anything about it. That’s 

why I felt the need to express this to the school board.”  

 Furthermore, even as teachers brought issues before the school board, certain school 

board members didn’t take their concerns seriously. Some board members openly denounced 

certain teachers for bringing up concerns about safety as we debated whether teachers would 

have to return to school for hybrid instruction, despite most public comments made at one of our 

meetings were against hybrid instruction. This sense of unappreciation and lack of respect by the 

top leaders of the school district reduce the public service motivation of teachers, who are public 

employees.  

Public service motivation can be defined as “general, altruistic motivation to serve the 

interests of a community of people, a state, a nation, or humankind” (Perry et al., 2010, p. 682). 

To increase public service motivation for teachers, they must feel appreciated, and they must 

know that their work is useful to society (2020). However, over the course of the pandemic and 

even before, teachers were not valued as they should be. While they were not considered 

frontline workers like nurses and doctors, they were on the frontlines ensuring that students were 

being educated. In an environment where they are not provided the supports, let alone given the 

attention by district leaders, their sense of motivation declines. As mentioned previously, when 

teachers feel disengaged, it can affect their teaching style. This can have a negative effect on 

students who are already considered on the verge of failing or who already feel disengaged.  

Lack of Accountability  
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 A lack of accountability by the district superintendent, district administration, and the 

school board for the rising number of dropouts in the Milford School District has contributed to 

the problem. Accountability is defined as the “relationship between an actor and a forum, in 

which the actor has an obligation to explain and justify his or her conduct, the forum can pose 

questions and pass judgement, and the actor may face consequences” (Bovens et al., 2018). 

Accountability can take many forms: it can be as simple as board members asking questions 

during board meetings about student progress and identifying ways to encourage district 

administrators to take a holistic approach to the issue; or it can be through employing an annual 

evaluation on the superintendent’s performance.  

 Before I was appointed, and subsequently elected, to the board, I had heard that there was 

mistrust within the community about the school district, particularly as it related to finances and 

taxes. However, from having attended previous board meetings, I almost never heard the board 

of education or the superintendent talking about certain issues including dropout rates, or how to 

improve proficiency rates in the district. Once I got a seat at the table, I almost immediately used 

my prior experience working in Congress, to treat board meetings as a place where I could 

question district administrators about student progress. One of the first items I requested to have 

a discussion on was about mental health services in the district as having appropriate mental 

health supports in place can help students academically.  

 Throughout the past two years on the board, I have noticed that the board has no 

mechanism at this moment to hold the superintendent accountable. A main reason for this lack of 

accountability is that there is a lack of consensus by the board to do create such accountability 

tool as many of my colleagues believe that the superintendent is doing a fine job. This sentiment 

is understandable as accountability means different things to different people (Blevins et al., 
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2018). However, the lack of accountability on behalf of the board is also due because there is no 

pressure by the public.  

 During board meetings, very few members of the public show up and there is rarely, if 

ever, any public comment made. Given the COVID-19 pandemic and the ability for public 

bodies to meet electronically, the school board saw much more participation by the public as 

individuals were able to live-stream the meetings virtually while also having the option to attend 

in-person. However, despite this expansion of social equity in the delivery of access to board 

meetings, the public has never demanded or requested that the board or superintendent find ways 

to improve the dropout rate or other academic factors such as proficiency rates or college and/or 

career readiness.  

 The lack of public participation isn’t just noticeable at school board meetings, it’s also a 

trend during school board elections. During the last decade, in the Milford School District, there 

have been various uncontested elections which result in individuals obtaining five-year long 

seats without having to face the public. Even when there are elections, as was the case in 2020, 

the issues brought up are not directly about how candidates will improve academics or reduce 

dropout rates. Candidates mostly focus on improving accountability with regards to the finances 

of the district as many people view school boards as only having that responsibility. The 

common misconception that boards only approve and ensure accountability of the district’s 

finances may discourage the public of paying too close attention to the happenings of the district.  

 However, these challenges hurt our students, teachers, and district overall. When the 

district is not held accountable by the leaders of the board or by the public, leaders may not feel 

inclined to change the status quo of doing things. As mentioned in the previous section, the 

increasingly negative school climate is a result of the lack of accountability and transparency. 
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When no accountability is generated, scenarios like the Flint, Michigan Water Crisis can occur 

where decision-makers make decisions and no one is held responsible until the media or the 

public become aware, and by then the damage has already been done.  

Lack of Diversity  

 The lack of diversity by decision-makers in the Milford School District, especially 

administrators and board members, contributes to the dropout rate being unaddressed or not 

addressed to its full capacity. First, it is important to understand that diversity doesn’t just mean 

having diverse members at the decision-making table—including those who are racially diverse, 

of a different sex, nationality, who have different cultures, or religions—it also means embracing 

their diversity and perspectives. Dr. Phillips in Why Diverse Teams Are Smarter entertains the 

idea that when a workforce contains diverse members, it creates a work culture that is 

hardworking, more creative, and more innovative (Columbia Business School, 2019). Having 

mentioned that the district has an increasing negative work culture, increasing the diversity 

within the workforce or even expanding outreach services that incorporate diversity could help 

reduce the negative work culture.  

 As it pertains to the dropout rate and the contributing factors that lead students to 

withdraw from school, it is important to understand the socioeconomical factors that students and 

their families face. Inequities in education has long persisted, but they have been laid bare by the 

COVID-19 pandemic. As schools were forced to shut down in the spring of 2020, many students 

did not have internet access, lacked computers to do their schoolwork, and because many are 

low-income, families may have faced hardships with employment and food. It is important that 

community perspectives are included in the discussions of improving dropout rates, especially 

voices of former students who have dropped out.  
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 As mentioned in the background section of this report, students who wish to withdraw 

from school must have parental consent if under the age of 18 and attend an exit interview with 

their counselor, parent(s), and other school personnel. Besides ensuring that students are 

informed of their decision and the effects that it can have in the long-term, the school district has 

made no visible effort to create a committee where former dropout students, their families, 

school staff, school leaders, and other stakeholders can gather around the table and discuss ways 

to increase retention. In other school districts, like Red Clay Consolidated Schools, their school 

board has a Dropout Prevention Committee specifically tasked to identifying and mitigating 

factors that contribute to the dropout. In Milford School District, I have brought up the need for 

the board to create committees to allow district leaders to hear more diverse voices and for 

individual board members to become more active in addressing issues. Unfortunately, the board 

has denied my multiple attempts at overturning a specific internal policy—that was enacted in 

1975—that prevents the board from creating committees.  

 Moreover, the makeup of district staff including teachers does not adequately represent 

the community it serves. The Milford School District has about 50 percent students who are 

racial minorities (Delaware Department of Education, n.d.-a) yet the entire leadership team is 

mostly white and men. According to the Delaware Department of Education’s Report Card 

website (n.d.-a), in the 2018-2019 school year, less than 5 percent of teachers at the high school 

were Hispanic/Latino and less than 3 percent of teachers were African American. The disparity 

between students of color and educators of color is an issue that reduces the exposure to different 

perspectives, less sense of critical thinking and problem-solving, and students are less likely to 

have shared experiences with their teacher (Williams, 2020).  
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 Addressing the dropout rate requires inclusivity. It also requires embracing diversity and 

allowing different voices to be heard. While the district has taken a much-needed step in 

addressing the lack of diversity by its recent decision to hire a Supervisor of Equity and Diversity 

that will oversee how the district can improve its social equity efforts (Rogers, 2020), there are 

various other steps that the district must take to ensure that student engagement and school 

climate issues are addressed. Addressing these factors will reduce the dropout rate and increase 

retention.  

Policy Options 

 In this section of the analysis, I will expand on three policy options that the Milford 

School District can expand on to reduce the factors that contribute to the dropout rate. The three 

policy options are creating a positive school climate, creating a district wide strategic plan, and 

increasing diversity within the district. For each policy option, I will address the advantages and 

disadvantages of each.  

Creating a Positive School Climate Culture  

 Creating a positive school climate culture is necessary in the Milford School District. As 

mentioned in the Policy Problem of this analysis, there is an increasingly negative school climate 

felt not just by students, but also by teachers. Research suggests that student motivation is linked 

to teacher motivation (Gadella Kamstrak, 2020). When student motivation is low as a result of 

low teacher motivation, students are less likely to feel engaged in curriculum, which may 

increase the likelihood of student dropout. Therefore, to increase a teacher’s public service 

motivation, teachers should feel empowered, rewarded and appraised, and most importantly, they 

should be a part of the decision-making process.  
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 Bulach et al. (2021) indicates that leaders within organizations should practice the 

concept of “servant leadership” to create a school climate that is inclusive. This means that 

principals—and even teachers—should realize that his/her first priority is the needs of the people 

that they lead while also acknowledging that the needs of the entire organization must be met as 

well (p. 27). Principals and district leaders need to provide additional professional development 

days, increased mental health supports, especially as society begins to recover from the COVID-

19 pandemic, and engage fully with teachers about their ideas and thoughts. A servant leader 

can, therefore, create a culture where there is “openness, trust, and cooperation” between those in 

charge and subordinates. In turn, when teachers feel motivated in the workplace, they will spread 

the sense of inclusivity and a positive school culture in their teaching methods. They are more 

likely to use innovative approaches that engage students into the curriculum, especially via the 

use of technology.  

 In the Milford School District, there is a need for leadership to obtain and respond to the 

feedback from teachers and staff. Bulach et al. (2021) indicates that leadership, especially 

principals of schools, can use the “expectations diagnosis” technique, which requires leadership 

staff to ask teachers to write down expectations they have of principals, how they want to be 

treated, and rules they wish to see enforced. Through this method, principals and leadership can 

understand teacher perspectives and adequately respond to them. While the school climate 

survey provides some insight to teacher perspective, leadership can gain a better appreciation 

through this method. This same technique can be employed by teachers in the classroom to 

gauge student feedback and perspective. If students feel disengaged by the techniques or 

teaching style of their teachers, teachers should feel motivated to employ other techniques and 

methods to increase that motivation.  
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 Moreover, the Milford School District needs to create workshops that provide 

opportunities for staff to interact and work with colleagues and leadership staff. Based on the 

staff version of the 2019-2020 school climate survey, the average item score for staff relations 

was neither too low but it wasn’t high either. That means there is room for improvement. 

Principals and district leaders employing workshops and other opportunities for team 

collaboration could alleviate any tensions among teachers and staff, particularly at the high 

school. Even Milford School Board Member David Vezmar, whose wife is a teacher in the 

school district, expressed the lack of team collaboration amongst teachers, especially during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, during a school board meeting.  

 By creating workshops and other opportunities of collaboration amongst team members 

and outside stakeholders can provide different perspectives on the issue, especially as it relates to 

dropout rates. Homogenous teams do not have to work as hard as teams that incorporate diverse 

team members because different perspectives are not heard (Columbia Business School, 2019). 

But even then, when diverse perspectives are incorporated—whether that is having teachers from 

other schools, leadership team, or even board members working together—it is imperative that 

the group embraces the different perspectives. That is how teams produce better results and have 

a better understanding of the issue. 

 Advantages. The advantages of creating a positive school climate or culture by having 

leaders employ the servant leadership technique, the expectations diagnosis technique, creating 

more workshops and additional professional development days, and allow for responsive 

feedback, can drastically improve teacher and student morale. Employing these techniques will 

not just serve to help current students and teachers, who have felt a negative school climate 

during these last couple of years but will also serve as a framework for teachers and staff in the 
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future. There’s always a reluctancy to begin something new but it is necessary to improve public 

service motivation to further benefit the goals and mission of the district which, of course, is to 

meet the needs of a changing society.  

 An additional benefit of employing these techniques to create a positive school climate is 

that it doesn’t take drastic change or convincing to employ these techniques. For example, 

employing the servant leadership technique falls on each on principal and not on the entire board 

or even the superintendent. Of course, both the board of education and the superintendent 

influence school climate for the district level, the principals and leadership staff at individual 

schools, particularly at the high school, can take the initiative to be a model for other schools by 

employing these techniques.  

 Disadvantages. There are disadvantages to creating a positive school climate using the 

techniques and methods outlined. Most notably, those who are in leadership who are veterans 

and have been there for a longer time are likely to be hesitant to change their viewpoints or 

techniques. Bulach et al. (2011) indicates that every leader should “decipher the symbolic glue 

that holds a school together” (p. 30), but that there are individuals within a system that are 

hesitant to change. It is best to employ the techniques mentioned above to creating a positive 

school climate when there is a new principal or leadership staff as they are less likely to know 

the norms and structures in place. However, the principal and assistant principals currently at the 

high school are veterans of the district and have kept the status quo of doing things. Changing 

mindsets around school climate will be hard to do.  

 Another disadvantage to using the techniques and methods mentioned previously to 

create a positive school climate is funding and time. As the school district prepares to convince 

the public to pass a referendum to allow the raising of local tax revenue to build a much-needed 
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middle school, there is an emphasis by the superintendent to be fiscally responsible in all ways 

possible leading up to the referendum. The reason is that school district wants to convince the 

public that the school district is financially responsible and that funds used by the potential 

increase will be used wisely and solely for the construction of the new middle school. If the 

district is to fund extra professional development days or create mental health supports for 

teachers, members of the public may perceive the district as not using funds adequately, although 

such spending is necessary for the benefit of the entire district community.  

 Furthermore, as students will most likely return to in-person full-time instruction for the 

2021-2022 school year, parents will want to ensure that students’ well-being—both mentally and 

physically—is a top priority. The district leadership will be more inclined to spend funds 

designated specifically for students rather than for teachers which in my perspective, isn’t the 

right approach. Both teachers and students must be afforded the same level of supports as, again, 

both teacher motivation and student motivation are linked and there is a causal effect when one 

group does not receive the adequate supports.  

Implementing a District-Wide Strategic Plan  

 To reduce the likelihood of students withdrawing from schools, the district should have 

an expansive strategic plan in place that enlists a set of intended goals, timelines, and holds 

certain district administrators accountable for outcomes. Not only does this provide 

accountability for the district, which I had mentioned is not occurring at this point, but it also 

provides transparency with regards to the types of efforts that the district is employing to 

reducing the dropout rate. Such a strategic plan shouldn’t just have goals that are equitable to all 

students; it should also be created after lengthy discussion with a diverse group of stakeholders, 
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and most importantly, it should be readily accessible to all members of the district community 

(Bovens et al., 2008).  

 According to Poister et al. (2015), performance management “is the collection and 

purposive use of quantitative performance to support management decisions that advance the 

accomplishment of organizational strategic goals” (p. 7). While the Milford School District uses 

its mission and value statements (which are accessible on its website), the current one-page 

strategic plan, annual performance reviews by the Delaware Department of Education, and its 

monthly and annual financial report to evaluate its performance, much more needs to be done. 

The district must update it’s one-page strategic plan to incorporate a comprehensive and detailed 

plan that outlines what strategies the district will use to increase retention and therefore reduce 

the likelihood of students dropping out. The objectives and goals that the district outline for 

increasing retention rates and other academic goals must be SMART (2015, p. 94)—Specific in 

terms of the results to be achieved, Measurable, Ambitious but Realistic, and Time-bound.  

 Currently, as seen in Figure 8, the Milford School District’s strategic plan is severely 

outdated, dating back to 2002. None of the goals or objectives offer any real measurable metrics 

on how to measure performance; they do not include resources that would be needed to meet 

each objective; and does not list who is responsible for outcomes.  

Figure 8 

Milford School District’s Strategic Plan for Excellent Schools 
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Source: Milford School District (n.d.).  

 Unlike Milford School District, neighboring Lake Forest School District has a 

comprehensive and updated strategic plan that is evaluated every two years. As seen in Figure 9, 

Lake Forest utilizes different metrics for its measuring objectives. Additionally, it lists the 

stakeholders who be responsible for outcomes, it mentions the necessary resources that will be 

needed to meet the objective, and it outlines a timeline for when results must be produced.  

Figure 9 

Lake Forest School District Strategic Plan 2018/2019 



Addressing Dropout Rates in the Milford School District: A Management Analysis  

Rony Baltazar-Lopez 

 

 29 

 

  

Source: Lake Forest School District (n.d.).  

 For the district to improve retention rates, it must take seriously the need of updating the 

strategic plan. During the October 2020 board meeting, I specifically called for updating the 

strategic plan to address chronic abseentism in our district, which is a contributing factor to the 

dropout rate—especially within this last school year (Milford School District, 2020). The 

superintendent indicated that he would work with the school board president to see if the 

consensus of the board was to update the strategic plan. However, since then, I have not been 

updated on whether the district would move forward with implementing such a plan.  

 Advantages. The advantages of creating a strategic plan—and in the case of Milford 

School District, updating its strategic plan—is accountability. There is no better mechanism to 
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address the dropout rate, especially this year, without outlining the district’s goals and objectives 

while adhering to its mission and value statements. Within this past year, and certainly to some 

extent in the years prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the superintendent and school leadership 

had to act quickly to ensure that students were still able to receive adequate instruction. In what 

Einsidel (1983) describes as the “garbage can model,” school leadership had to take “problems, 

decision participants, choice opportunities, and solutions” and throw them into a “decision 

making space.” By doing so, it allows the decision-maker—in this case, the superintendent—to 

have more freedom to work through complex problems and determine solutions based on the 

available resources and opportunities during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 The garbage can approach that school leadership took this year is not feasible in the long-

term. For the school district to address the complex and wicked problem of dropout rates, it must 

implement a strategic plan. By doing so, the superintendent and school leadership are performing 

what Einsidel (1983) states as the “optimization model.” This method seeks to identify the 

problem—in this case, the dropout rate—and systematically determine a solution to the problem 

by comparing it against other solutions. While Eissidel (1983) indicates that this approach 

reduces the human element of responding to the issue, I think that can be solved by having 

diversity of stakeholders when updating the strategic plan.  

 Furthermore, another advantage of the strategic plan is that it allows for stakeholder and 

public input. In public agencies, such as school districts, public administrators must try to seek 

input from the community to best meet the needs of the student population it serves. Through the 

creation of a taskforce or a committee specifically for the creation of a strategic plan, the district 

can use its influence to recruit families, former dropout students, teachers, leadership staff, and 

other stakeholders to be a part of this effort. By doing so, the district can be responsive to the 
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needs of the entire community—especially to those who have personal experience. It would 

allow the traditional “have-nots” to share power with those who currently have power to make 

decisions in the district. As Arnstein (1969) elaborates, having the have-nots part of the decision 

making process—in this case, students who have dropped out—allows those in power to resolve 

differences through the bargaining process rather than having to respond to pressure from the 

other end.  

 Disadvantages. There are disadvantages to creating a strategic plan solely due to the 

increase rise of dropout rates. First and foremost, the board and the superintendent are not 

inclined to create such a strategic plan. This is evident as I have yet to receive any guidance from 

the superintendent as to whether he would like to see this implemented. In addition, having no 

support from other colleagues on the board or district staff, will make it tough to make this a 

priority. As the vice president of the board, I have no authority to mandate that a task force or 

committee be created solely for creating a strategic plan to reduce dropout rates. The only person 

with such power is the board president, and he does not seem inclined to pursue such idea.  

 Another disadvantage to creating a strategic plan is the timeline. While there is a strategic 

plan in place, I am doubtful that it is even followed by the district administration. Therefore, it 

needs to be updated. However, creating a comprehensive and detailed strategic plan takes time, if 

not a couple of months, then certainly at least a year. The reason for such a long process is that if 

the district is to undergo such process, it must do it correctly. That means that the board must 

announce its intention of creating a strategic plan and it must coordinate with the superintendent 

on the best approach for recruiting and appointing members. Then it is more likely that the task 

force or committee will meet monthly and during the first few meetings, the main task will be to 

outline and identify factors that contribute to the dropout rate. Furthermore, even after the 
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strategic plan has been outlined, the school board must debate it and approve it. If not approved, 

then the committee must go back and address the feedback. Moreover, the strategic plan would 

need to be updated for the following school year and performance reviews of the strategic plan 

wouldn’t occur until the end of that school year.  

Increasing Diversity  

 To reduce the dropout rate in the Milford School District, it is important to have different 

perspectives on the school board and within the district. Whether it is having members of the 

community attend school board meetings to recruiting and retaining a diverse workforce within 

the district, having different perspectives and attitudes contributes to a creative thinking 

environment where different ideas are embraced and valued.  

 Diversity on the school board. Increasing the diversity on the school board is the first 

step. Currently, all but two board members are male; only two members are racial minorities; 

and only one is younger than 45 (Milford School District, n.d.). The district makeup, as 

mentioned previously, is diverse and younger. The disparity in representation contributes to a 

disconnect between the realities that certain communities face in the educational process and the 

decisions made to address those issues by a mostly homogenous board. To increase diverse 

representation, the board must be more transparent about when board meetings are held, who the 

board members are, and what the duties are of board members. By increasing knowledge about 

the school board, more members of the public may be more inclined to attend board meetings 

and may even express interest on serving. The school board recently took a big step in May 2021 

by voting to keep board meetings in a hybrid format to allow greater participation virtually and 

in-person.  
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 The school board may also create committees to allow greater participation by the public. 

Currently, per board policy, committees are prohibited but if a change in policy would occur, 

members of the public would have a better understanding of how the district leadership operates 

as they’ve gain first-hand experience. Certain school boards across Delaware have committees 

that focus on various areas including dropout prevention, diversity, curriculum, transportation, 

and even buildings and grounds. The main function of committees is to advise the board on 

certain areas and having diversity within these groups would ensure that different perspectives 

are heard.  

 An advantage to increasing diversity on the school board would be to have different 

perspectives represented. As mentioned previously, diversity within the school board—and on 

committees if they were created—would allow for different voices to be heard and different 

ideas to be entertained. When I ran my school board campaign in 2020, countless residents 

brought up the issue that the board was unresponsive to the needs of the community, which was 

demonstrated in the lack of proficiency scores in subject areas, and most importantly, the 

retention rate. Many of the members who I heard from directly were people from communities 

who were historically not represented on the school board. Even members who were not from 

historically marginalized communities indicated that there is a need for diversity on the school 

board. Angie Oday, a Milford resident, stated that “we have a fluctuate of neighbors on our street 

alone of mixed nationalities and they’re wonderful people, neighbors and I think that other 

people just don’t give them a chance” when she was asked to comment when I was appointed to 

the school board in 2019 (Fernandez, 2019).  

 A main barrier to increasing diversity within the district is the perceived notion that there 

is no need for diversity on the board or in the district. This was certainly the case when the board 
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was asked to approve an administrative position that would oversee diversity and equity in hiring 

practices within the district and two board members voted against such a proposal (Rogers, 

2020). Another barrier is that it takes time and effort to recruit diverse people to join the school 

board or a committee. If we want to address dropout rates, this can’t wait until we have diverse 

people on the school board. 

 Diversity within the school district. As mentioned previously, the disparity between the 

lack of a diverse workforce in the Milford School District and the student demographics, 

especially at the high school, is too great to overlook. To increase the diversity in the workforce, 

the district created an administrative position that will solely focus on increasing equity as it 

pertains to hiring practices, school board policies, disciplinary measures, and much more. 

However, the district must also partner with historically black colleges and universities to recruit 

and retain diverse teachers. It must be willing to provide incentives that recruit and retain diverse 

teachers in a rural area like Milford and surrounding areas. Furthermore, it must provide cultural 

competency trainings for existing staff to be able to understand best methods and approaches 

when it comes to teaching. As Pitts (2009) indicated, the presence of a diversity management 

program increases the likelihood that employees believed that their organization was producing 

good results. In a district where the school climate is negative, having such cultural competency 

trainings can improve the school climate and subsequently, when school climate is improved, 

teachers and students both feel more engaged.  

 The disadvantages of building a diverse workforce or providing cultural trainings to the 

existing workforce within the Milford School District is the financial aspects of incorporating 

such programs or vision. To recruit and retain a diverse workforce, the district would have to 

spend time and money on having staff travel to colleges nearby to try to compete with other 
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districts to recruit diverse upcoming teacher graduates. In addition, many neighboring school 

districts pay teachers a much higher salary given that their local tax base is much wealthier, and 

these school districts are able to raise more local revenue than the Milford School District. 

Moreover, newly graduates will go where they are paid higher and where opportunities for 

training and professional development are greater. Currently, after speaking to Milford School 

District’s Human Resources Director, the school district is unable to provide additional 

incentives to recruit teachers at this time. 

 Furthermore, while creating cultural competency trainings could be much feasible than 

recruiting and retaining a diverse workforce, the issue now is what are the appropriate cultural 

competency trainings and who should be mandated to take them? This is a peculiar question 

given that the district leaders are white and mostly men. While the candidate who was chosen to 

fill the role of supervisor of equity and diversity will begin in summer of 2020, she will need the 

support of different leaders and the board to accomplish her job, which will prove not an easy 

task.  

Policy Recommendation  

 Addressing the dropout rate in the Milford School District will not be a simple task nor is 

there a best solution to address the historical and compounding factors that lead students to 

withdraw in the first place. The dropout rate is inherently a “wicked” problem. Head & Alford 

(2015) mention there is no clear definition to define a wicked problem, they lack an agreeable 

solution by various parties, and there is no immediate solution. The dropout rate, like many 

wicked problems, are considered a symptom of another problem such as lack of parental support, 

poverty, and cultural issues. Moreover, there have been challenges in addressing wicked 
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problems, including stakeholder disagreement, insufficient knowledge, and institutional 

complexity (2015).  

 To mitigate the factors that contribute to students dropping out, it is important that school 

board members and district leaders take a holistic approach where both the organization’s 

structure and leadership are in collaboration with various stakeholders (Head & Alford, 2015). In 

other words, the dropout crisis that Milford School District is facing is not exclusive to the high 

school, or with certain guidance counselors but instead it involves many stakeholders and 

departments within the district and outside the district. It’s also imperative that those same 

people in leadership capacities understand and apply historical contexts when trying to improve 

the dropout rate. (University of Delaware, n.d.). Understanding why a student drops out in the 

first place is not enough, however. One must speak out about institutional and systemic racism if 

that is one of the causes that prevents a student from graduating.  

 Therefore, given the policy options that I have described previously, for the Milford 

School District to take an innovative, holistic, and inclusive approach to addressing the dropout 

crisis that it faces, it must implement a district wide strategic plan.  

A strategic plan that encompasses goals and objectives, a timeline, resources that are 

needed, and fixating who will be responsible for the outcomes is the best approach to evaluate 

performance and it is the best way to hold the district and the staff accountable. Unlike the other 

two policy options—creating a positive school climate and increasing diversity—a strategic plan 

can be used as a tool by the school board and the public to make sure that the district is meeting 

its mission and value statements. Additionally, because a strategic plan is not static, it will 

require that the school board and district leadership evaluate its effectiveness on addressing the 
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root problems of dropout rates. If a certain goal is not being met, or the resources or timeline are 

not adequate, school leadership may always go back seek other ways of meeting those goals.  

The creation of a strategic plan will undoubtedly require the input of various 

stakeholders, including former dropout students, which will increase diverse participation. 

Unlike solely focusing on school climate or diversity to address the dropout rate, a strategic plan 

can incorporate goals such as creating a positive school climate and increasing diversity, which 

eliminates the need for separate processes to address those contributing factors that lead to 

student dropout. Most importantly, the creation of a strategic plan will require the input of 

various diverse stakeholders. Additionally, it is also feasible to deliver such strategic plan via 

multiple channels (website, social media, email) and to translate materials into different 

languages to reach a higher level of social equity. 

Furthermore, implementing a strategic plan is the most politically and financially feasible 

option. A strategic plan is more likely to get consensus from the school board and superintendent 

as many school districts across the state already have such plan in place. The public is less likely 

to have an issue with board members or district staff in employing a strategic plan so long as 

they are aware. Moreover, it is also less costly to create a strategic plan than it is to incorporate 

additional professional development days to improve school climate or hiring additional 

administrative staff to focus on equity within the district. The cost of creating a strategic time 

would be in time given the lengthy process and need for representation from the community.  

Implementation Process  

 The creation of a district-wide strategic plan will require time and volunteer effort by 

many stakeholders. The first action would be to get consensus by the school board to direct the 

superintendent of the need to create a strategic plan. This would take at least a month given that 
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the school board must provide adequate notice to the public about agenda items that will be up 

for discussion per the Freedom of Information Act. Once the school board agrees that a strategic 

plan is needed, the board and the superintendent must discuss how and who should serve on such 

committee or taskforce. Then, the committee must meet to discuss its purpose and by-laws, 

which will most likely require the need for legal counsel as to not break any Delaware law.  

 Once the committee or taskforce has been created, the first few meetings should be about 

identifying and mitigating the factors that contribute to student withdrawal from the educational 

process before the age of 18. This will require various testimonies from former dropout students 

and their families, teachers’ perspectives, and school leadership thoughts. Then the committee or 

taskforce must begin the process of listing goals, timelines, metrics, resources needed, and listing 

who will be accountable for meeting goals and objectives. Given that there are many 

contributing factors for student withdrawals, it is imperative that the strategic plan incorporate 

various goals that will mitigate those factors.  

 Once the committee or task force has drafted a strategic plan, it must present it to the 

school board for approval. The school board will provide feedback and if content with the draft 

will approve it. If not approved, the committee or taskforce will be required to convene again to 

improve the plan given the board’s feedback. If approved, the strategic plan will become policy 

and the entire district must adhere to it. The strategic plan must be brought before the board on a 

periodic basis to get a status check as to whether goals and objectives are being met and most 

importantly, to hear whether there are any changes that must be made. It’s important that such a 

plan be continuously updated to combat rising issues that may occur in the future.  

Conclusion 
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 This paper focused on the need to address the dropout rate in the Milford School District. 

This year, the district saw a disproportionate increase of student dropout—the most within the 

last five years. While most academic papers seek to address the student dropout rate by focusing 

on the individual students; this paper sought to take a different approach by focusing on the 

management issues that contribute to students dropping out. While there is no best solution to 

this wicked problem, I discussed three policy options, including creating a positive school 

climate, implementing a strategic plan, and increasing diversity within the school district, and 

outlined the advantages and disadvantages to each. Ultimately, the best option to addressing the 

dropout crisis in the district is to create and implement a strategic plan. Implementing a strategic 

plan would increase public accountability, incorporate diversity, and it would be the most 

politically and financially feasible option. This paper ends with a basic outline of how a strategic 

plan would be implemented.  
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