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Durham’s Dropouts: A major, yet  
solvable problem
Every 26 seconds, a child drops out of school in the United States. Many fall through 

the cracks due to poverty-related barriers to education. In Durham, North Carolina, our 

youth face these dire obstacles to their academic achievement every day, hindering 

their ability to graduate and succeed in life. With nearly a quarter of Durham’s population 

residing in severely distressed and impoverished neighborhoods, our schools face 

growing challenges in supporting and engaging these vulnerable students. The 

correlation between poverty and poor academic performance has been reflected time 

and again in our schools.

In 2014, only 74.8% of disadvantaged students graduated, compared to a county-wide 

rate of 81.5%. Nationwide, we have seen a shift in public schools—in the last year, 

students living in poverty have become the majority. 

The impact of poverty on education is intensifying. And if current dropout rates 

continue, 13 million students will fall through the cracks in the next decade, at a 

national cost of $3 trillion. The human cost is even more severe. These youth are 

victims of their circumstance, unable to choose their own path forward, unable to 

secure a stable future on their own. 

This is a picture we can change—and it begins in our own 

community. It begins in Durham, North Carolina. It begins with you. 

64.8%
of disadvantaged 3rd  
graders did not read 
at grade level 3

In the 2013-14 school year:

64.79%
of students were on 
free or reduced lunch 
program 2

28%
of Durham’s youth live 
below the Federal  
Poverty Level 1

71.2%
of disadvantaged 
students were not 
proficient in Biology 3

63.8%
of disadvantaged 
students were not 
proficient in Math I 3

74.8%
of economically  
disadvantaged 
students graduated 3

1endpovertydurham.org 2Durham Public Schools Free and Reduced Lunch Statistics 2013-14   
3 NC School Report Cards 2013-14  

For more information about Communities In Schools 
of Durham, please contact Beverly J. Hardin at 
Beverly@cisdurham.org or 919-403-1936 ext. 22. 
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Durham’s Dropouts: A major, yet  
solvable problem

The Solution: Communities In Schools of Durham
Founded in 1993, Communities In Schools of Durham changes 

the dropout equation with its model of Integrated Student 

Services (ISS), a federally recognized system of services proven 

to be a vital piece of education reform.

As an affiliate of the nation’s most effective dropout-prevention 

network, CIS of Durham embeds itself in the community through 

in-school staff, called Graduation and Success Coaches, who 

are trained to deliver school-wide services designed to mitigate 

the effects of poverty and provide intensive case management 

to a school’s most at-risk youth. At every school, CIS Coaches 

begin by identifying a site team of teachers, administrators, and 

other staff knowledgeable enough to assess the needs of the 

student body. CIS Coaches spearhead the creation of a site 

plan, establishing a tiered model of interventions that range 

from school-wide services, to programs targeted at groups, to 

intensive individualized case management.

needs assesment

Planning

Integrated Student Supports
Monitoring & adjusting

evaluation

1

2

5

Analyze multiple sources of data to identify 
the key needs of the school and individual 
students. 

CIS Coaches lead their school 
team to develop a plan to 
prioritize supports that address 
academic and non-academic 
needs.

CIS Coach delivers tiers of support to 
the school, students, and their families.

CIS Coach continuously monitors 
student and school progress and 

adjusts supports to optimize results.

Continuous assessment of 
student supports by CIS 

of Durham to demonstrate 
results and improve practice.

proven success

6

cis of durham
Hires and trains Graduation and Success Coaches to bring the CIS model to schools.

Tier 1: school-wide services

tier 2: group-targeted programstier 3: individualized support 3
4

Graduation & Success Coaches
A trained professional who works with school administrators to assess 
needs, develop a plan, and provide supports to students.

Academic assistance life skills behavioral interventions

family engagement college & career prep leadership & service learning

k-12

We increase graduation rates, 
reduce dropouts, and improve 
outcomes for students in need.

CIS Coaches deliver the ABC-Plus Model, which consists of 4 

evidence-based indicators of a student’s likelihood of dropping 

out: attendance, behavior, coursework, and parent engagement. 

Embedded in this model are research-based curricula, trainings, 

and formal community partnerships which allow us to do our 

work at a deep level.

In the 2014-15 school year, CIS of Durham more than doubled 

its footprint to serve nine schools. Our Graduation and Success 

Coaches worked intensively with more than 500 students, 

helping each improve their attendance, decrease disciplinary 

infractions for disruptive behavior, and make strides in their 

coursework, while also reaching out to caretakers and family 

units. And we’ve made significant investments to deepen 

the skills of our Coaches with evidence-based trainings and 

resources. Already we have seen the potential of the ABC-Plus 

Model to change lives. 

The Communities In schools of durham model
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Austin Rabah struggled through school, 

unable to succeed in a traditional 

classroom. By the time he was in high 

school, Austin found himself at the 

Durham Performance Learning Center, 

a non-traditional, credit-recovery high 

school, often a last stop for students on 

their way to dropping out. Immediately, 

Austin began working with CIS 

Graduation Coach Zellua Sistrunk-Moore. 

It was at that point, Austin says, that he 

stopped feeling like just another kid on 

the streets. 

Mrs. Sistrunk-Moore worked with Austin 

to set long-term goals that included going 

to a four-year university and helped him 

through the application process during his 

Student spotlight

Our Graduation and Success Coach Program 
& the ABC-Plus Model
Currently, the hallmark program of Communities In Schools of Durham, the Graduation and Success Coach Program, operates 

in four elementary schools, one middle school, and four high schools. This represents only a small portion of the youth in our 

community who live in poverty and face dire challenges. In the next three years, CIS of Durham will deepen its programs, enriching 

the training of our Coaches and elevating their ability to unlock the highest potential of the students they serve. Our ultimate goal at 

the end of these three years is to solidify our position as an invaluable partner in our public school system, enabling us to expand 

into every school. 

We invite you to take a deep dive into where we stand and where we aim to go.

senior year. Austin came to exemplify what 

it means to choose your own future, what 

it means to be a CIS student. He came 

to school, engaged in the classroom, 

improved his grades, and graduated on 

time. College became his dream, and 

his CIS Coach worked tirelessly to help 

him make it come true, from providing 

academic assistance to guidance during 

the application process. 

 In the fall of 2015, Austin began working 

towards his Bachelor’s degree at East 

Carolina University. “We know we’re going 

to make it in life,” Austin says of his fellow 

CIS students, “Because of what our CIS 

Graduation Coaches do for us.”

Like Austin, all CIS students are 
empowered by their CIS Coaches 

to take ownership of their own 
future, to be more than their 
circumstances. Austin’s experience 
is the sort of success story the 
team at Communities In Schools 
of Durham sees every day—and 
the success story we want to make 
a reality for every student in our 
community.
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B

AIn North Carolina, attendance is the 

top reason students drop out of school, 

accounting for 42.3% of all dropouts. It’s 

also an important criteria for students 

entering our program: To be eligible, 

students must meet a certain level of 

chronic absenteeism. Currently, CIS 

Coaches implement tiered supports to 

eliminate reasons students struggle to 

make it to school, involving caretakers 

to establish accountability. Sometimes, 

this means helping families prioritize a 

student’s classes over working a part-

time job by connecting them to other 

community partners. Sometimes, this 

means finding quality child care for 

parenting teens. Sometimes, this means 

organizing school-wide events to target 

bullying and school safety. 

Using the leading research behind 

truancy and chronic absenteeism, we 

are able to identify the characteristics of 

a student, their family, and their school 

that contribute to the problem. These 

include negative attitudes toward school 

and teachers, parents who don’t value 

education or were themselves unable 

to graduate, weak monitoring of daily 

attendance, and a lack of personalized 

attention to a student. Already we 

have begun the work to reverse these 

trends and continue to train Coaches in 

preventative best practices. 

In the next three years, CIS of Durham will 

become an exemplary model of how to 

eliminate chronic absenteeism by acting 

on the latest research. All CIS Coaches 

will be trained in truancy prevention, 

strengthening their ability to interrupt 

patterns leading to chronic absenteeism. 

At the school-wide level, Coaches will 

organize events that establish a sense of 

community, including parent-engagement 

nights that teach caretakers how to 

create a structured home life, helping 

students succeed. On an individual 

level, our work starts with checking 

attendance every day, every period, 

and tracking down absent caseload 

students. CIS Coaches will make house 

calls and schedule parent meetings to 

help struggling students and reward 

those that make gains in attendance. 

Most importantly, Coaches will stress 

attendance, the act of showing up, ready 

to learn, as the foundation for a student’s 

pathway to fulfill their potential.

The Building Block of 
Empowerment: 
Showing Up

The Ownership of 
Empowerment:  
Attitude is Everything
Disruptive in-school behavior leading to 

suspension often has underlying causes 

that cannot be addressed by traditional 

punitive action. CIS Coaches focus 

exclusively on high-risk students in a 

school, getting to the root of disruptive 

behavior. 

Building resiliency skills is essential. 

Through age-appropriate, science-

based resiliency assessments and 

curricula, struggling students can find 

new hope, addressing the previously 

hidden obstacles to their success and 

building perseverance. CIS Coaches 

focus on six resiliency skills, proven to be 

the determining factors behind why one 

group of students succeeds academically 

while another matched group does not. 

Teaching youth to value education, find 

academic confidence, increase their 

connectedness to adults, manage stress, 

cultivate well-being, and find intrinsic 

motivation (the key six resiliency skills) 

not only improves behavior, but also 

leads to better grades, higher GPAs, and 

improved graduation rates. 

In the 2015-16 school year, all CIS 

Coaches will begin to use a resiliency 

curriculum as a part of their case-

management work with caseload 

students.

in the next three years, CIS of Durham 

will aim to go above and beyond simply 

reducing detention and suspension 

rates. We aim to teach all students social, 

emotional, and leadership principles 

with proven programs, enabling them 

to reach their full potential and plan for 

their dreams. Building on the curricula 

CIS has already invested in—curricula 

proven to reduce failure, expulsion, and 

rule-breaking behaviors—CIS will create 

leadership learning opportunities for our 

youth, focusing first on the leadership of 

self as a building block to leading others. 

Many of the vulnerable students we work 

with have never heard the words, “I know 

you can do it,” least of all been given the 

chance to take ownership of a project 

or endeavor, or be a leader among 

peers. We know these opportunities will 

do more than just reduce disciplinary 

behavior infractions and contribute to 

higher graduation rates, they will mold 

our students into graduates prepared to 

thrive and contribute to our community.
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C
The Final Frontier of Empowerment: A Love of Learning

As CIS Coaches serve some of the 

lowest-performing students, curriculum 

is a key focus. These are students who 

have missed the basic competencies 

of reading, writing, math, and science, 

students lacking the basic building 

blocks that would allow them to excel.

Our work begins with literacy, because 

comprehension is essential to all 

learning. Often literacy interventions 

attempt to close learning gaps by 

starting with grade-level skills, but the 

students CIS serves are in need of 

deeper interventions. Our students need 

specialized and personalized instruction 

that begins with the basics so Coaches 

can truly assess skill level. By building 

a strong foundation, we aim to see our 

students not just literate in the classroom 

but also literate in life.  

We know that removing barriers to 

learning is crucial and that literacy must 

be the core foundation for achievement, 

but we have also learned that our 

work can only be truly transformative 

if we help accelerate our students’ 

academic progress. This is why our 

work builds upon literacy interventions 

with hands-on supplemental STEM 

learning. Research shows the best STEM 

learning is open-ended, collaborative, 

hands-on, and focuses on real-world 

issues. The population of youth we 

serve rarely have the opportunity to 

explore STEM disciplines in deeply 

meaningful ways that can open doors 

for future careers. Our two-fold process 

around coursework, building a strong 

foundation then accelerating our youth’s 

educational attainment, is the final piece 

of empowering our students to reach their 

full potential and choose their own future.
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Time and again, research has shown literacy as the crux of an 

education that has the power to break the cycle of poverty. In 

2015, CIS of Durham conducted a comprehensive assessment, 

as part of a capacity-building grant, identifying best practices 

and strategies around literacy and implemented a plan to 

incorporate these findings into our ABC-Plus model. The plan 

outlines the core strategies, trainings, tools and resources 

needed to deliver effective, differentiated, leveled literacy 

interventions to students served across all programs.  

In the next three years, CIS of Durham will collaborate with 

leading literacy experts to train all CIS Coaches so they master 

core strategies and gain tools, and resources needed deliver 

effective literacy interventions to students. Trainings will focus 

on providing expertise in areas proven to build skills among 

beginning and advancing readers: phonemic awareness, 

phonics, vocabulary, comprehension, and fluency. Layered on 

top of these core trainings, CIS’ literacy intervention aims to 

instill a love of learning in students, so they seek to accelerate 

their education. Programming will provide for on-going 

coaching and support to further develop study skills and use of 

technology in working with youth. Book clubs with chances to 

meet the authors, poetry groups, and literacy family nights will 

reward students and motivate them to continue progressing.

By offering robust literacy training and support, CIS will weave 

key, replicable components into the fabric of our program, 

permanently increasing the capacity of our staff to address the 

needs of struggling learners across all programs and spanning 

all grades.

Literacy initiatives

CIS of Durham has made STEM education and career 

exploration a priority at several schools, hosting STEM 

learning days and regular educational trips to the Triangle’s 

leading corporations in the field. It has been our priority to 

provide supplemental, hands-on learning in STEM disciplines, 

especially to female students, to broaden the horizons of 

the youth we serve. It’s this type of experiential learning is 

proven to reverse the trend of students losing interest in STEM 

subjects during middle school and create life-long learners 

who apply the scientific thought process to their career path of 

choice. 

In the next three years, CIS of Durham will accelerate hands-on 

STEM learning for students who rarely have the opportunity to 

explore such disciplines. Building on CIS’ existing dedication 

to supporting STEM learning and to teaching students how to 

be life-long learners, CIS programming would include: lunch-

time small-group sessions with interactive STEM learning kits 

tailored to age groups; whole-school STEM days with speakers 

and group activities that reflect science curriculum respective 

to grade level across all nine CIS schools; a mentorship 

program connecting CIS students to professionals in the STEM 

field; and even more interactive career-exploration field trips to 

partnering corporations in the Triangle. We aim to open doors 

to career fields that many of our youth are never exposed to 

and to cultivate a love of learning so that they may reach their 

full potential. 

stem initiatives
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+
Coursework enrichment doesn’t end when the school bell 

rings. CIS is committed to providing extended-day learning 

not only to provide our students with a safe place to be after 

school, but also to have the time to go deeper with all of 

our ABC-Plus interventions. Research shows that extended 

learning opportunities can do more than reverse learning slide 

and actually increase academic achievement, especially 

for children in poverty, while also strengthening school and 

community connectedness. 

Currently, CIS operates 21st Century Community Learning 

Center programs during after-school hours and summer 

sessions at E.K. Powe and Eno Valley Elementary Schools. This 

program includes enriching literacy interventions, tablet-based, 

grade-appropriate math and science activities to reinforce 

STEM curriculum and expose students to interactive tech-

based learning, and horizon-widening excursions. At Northern 

High School, CIS’ Graduation Coach facilitates behavior 

and resiliency components of the school’s new after-school 

program targeting freshman struggling with the transition. And 

at Neal Middle School, CIS’ Success Coach led a class of 

students in a six-week Saturday school designed to prepare 

students for End-of-Grade Testing. 

In the next three years, CIS of Durham will offer an extended-

day learning opportunity at every school we serve, with CIS 

Coaches facilitating deep interventions around the ABC-

Plus Model tailored to fit the specific needs of each school. 

These opportunities will range from after-school programs, to 

weekend supports, to engaging summer programs that prevent 

learning loss. 

Extended-day learning
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+Students with involved parents, 

regardless of their background, are 

more likely to earn higher grades and 

test scores, attend classes regularly, 

be promoted to the next grade, show 

improved social behavior, and graduate. 

CIS Coaches understand the importance 

of a caretakers’ role in their child’s 

success, and aim to engage them as a 

part of the school community. Through 

caretaker education and communication, 

Coaches collaborate with parents to 

create a positive home environment, 

helping meet students’ needs and 

supporting progress. 

Parent training programs contribute to 

student success by teaching strategies 

proven to cultivate and improve children’s 

pro-social and self-regulation behavior, 

reducing aggression and noncooperation 

with parents, peers, and teachers. CIS 

currently offers a parent training program 

to English- and Spanish-speaking families 

in our four elementary schools. 

In the next three years, CIS of Durham 

will expand parent training programs 

to all grade levels, drawing from age-

appropriate curricula proven to engage 

caretakers in the school environment. 

All CIS Coaches will be trained to 

facilitate these programs, giving them 

a stronger toolkit to understand and 

engage parents, and saturate a school 

with language and resources that 

An Empowered Community:  
Engaging Caretakers

promote student success. To provide 

additional support beyond the program, 

CIS Coaches will establish Parent 

Ambassador groups, increasing the 

connectedness of caretakers, students, 

and the school. With Coaches as trained 

facilitators of parent engagement 

programming, a school’s environment 

benefits from a saturation of community-

centered messages.   
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Success, Measured and Evaluated
At CIS of Durham, we measure student improvements in attendance, behavior, and coursework: the three primary indicators 

of potential dropouts identified by Robert Balfanz as the Early Warning Systems. These indicators are accurate as early as 6th 

grade, and CIS believes by tracking them beginning in elementary school, Coaches can intervene at an earlier point of a student’s 

academic career to ensure success. Sixth‐grade students with one or more of the indicators may have only a 15% to 25% chance 

of graduating from high school on time or within one year of expected graduation. Specific outcomes measured include percent 

of youth who improve school attendance, percent of youth who reduce disciplinary incidents, and percent of children/youth who 

improve grades. As a part of the evaluation of our program success and efficiency, CIS of Durham analyzes the methods and 

deliverables of each CIS Coach compared to the outcomes of youth served at each school. 

In the next three years, CIS of Durham will conduct ongoing evaluation measuring the efficacy of the Graduation and Success 

Coach Program as it grows and deepens. We aim to show a direct correlation between the work we do, the investments we make, 

and the success of our students—because we see it every day.
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Our CIS Coaches strive to be that caring adult that every child needs in their life—and it’s that relationship that can make the 

difference between a dropout and a graduate. This is truly what elevates our work above interventions and curriculum. In the 

next three years, CIS of Durham will embark on a bold journey to tackle the dropout problem in Durham with a model designed 

to eradicate barriers of poverty in our schools. This plan will transform CIS’ practice, position, and sustainability so that we can 

lead the fight for better futures for all students. This is a path we’re committed to, and we invite you to join us on the journey. 

This is the moment to act. We understand our community’s challenges. We have a proven solution. We have a model we can 

deepen to amplify our impact. We have the knowledge, commitment, and passion. If we can count on your investment, we can 

change the lives of countless youth in Durham, and we can look forward to 2018, when every student has the opportunity to be a 

CIS kid, when every student has the opportunity to choose success. 

This is the critical moment. Every 26 seconds we wait, we lose one more. 

Amplify Positive Outcomes for our Community’s Youth
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Impact the Next Generation
by connecting with us...

cisofdurham.org
twitter.com/cisdurham

facebook.com/cis.durham


