[image: image1.png]Mountain News

ROCKYMOUNTAINNEWS .COM



SPEAKOUT: Who can keep kids in school? You can.

By Thomas A. Tillapaugh 

Sunday, August 3, 2008 

The sheer number of young people leaving or being expelled from high schools is staggering - 7,000 per school day, according to America's Promise Alliance, a national youth-focused coalition started by Colin and Alma Powell.

The impact this crisis will have on our workforce and economy has been estimated at nearly $192 billion for each successive class of dropouts.

The dropout crisis threatens the fabric of our society, culturally, economically and politically. There is a growing underclass of those with an incomplete education: They may be in jail, on welfare or simply unable to take advantage of our economic system. 

I have been on the front lines of the dropout crisis for more than two decades. In 1984, as a young science teacher, I moved to Denver with my wife and two children to follow a call to open a Christian school for homeless and troubled dropouts. I was 30 and in the eyes of the world - and my grandma - a fool.

On May 13, 1985, I grabbed three kids off the streets and started the Denver Street School in a house in the most crime-ridden neighborhood. 

I set out to determine the optimal environment in which youths at risk would find success. I found that the school had to remain small, so students without strong external support systems can be engaged by their teachers. I discovered that strong interpersonal relationships in a family- like environment best motivate adolescents to stay in school. 

By 1989, I began to receive calls from urban leaders asking for advice in operating similar schools. As a result, the National Association of Street Schools, now the StreetSchool Network, was founded in 1996. 

We can debate curriculums and best practices, but I have found that there is no substitute for physically being present with kids, demonstrating love for them by being engaged in their lives. It takes nothing short of sacrificial intervention into the lives of teens by caring adults.

Thankfully, because of the StreetSchool Network and like- minded organizations and individuals, an increased number of at-risk youths are getting that second chance to finish their educations.

I encourage you to think about what sacrifice you might make to help our schools better prepare young people for success. Consider being a mentor, tutor or coach. Provide job shadowing and internship opportunities. Get your church involved. The future of our nation depends upon your engagement. 

Tom Tillapaugh is the founder and president of Denver Street School and the StreetSchool Network.
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