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This study investigated the relationship between two intrapersonal variables—stressful
life change events and reported coping strategies—and high school completion status
among early adolescents. The sample was comprised of 92 students who had completed
questionnaires regarding the number and types of life change events they had experienced
and the coping strategies they reported using during ninth grade. A 3-year follow-up
study of these students was completed to determine whether they finished high school or
reported dropping out. Discriminant analysis was used to build a prediction model and indicated that the coping factors of Social Activities and Seeking Professional Support significantly predicted high school dropout status, whereas Family Involvement was negatively related to this outcome. These findings are discussed in light of current research,
and suggestions for future research are provided. Interventions that focus on the contextual variables related to family and peers are indicated, as is the need for school psychologists and other school mental health professionals to offer coping skills training.

America's expectation that all students complete high school increased throughout the 20th century and continues to be a prominent educational agenda in the
United States. In 1993, about 3.4 million persons out of 30.8 million aged 16 to
24 had not completed high school and were not enrolled in school (National
Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 1994). Due to societal costs and present
legislative directives, school districts face increasing pressure to stem the tide of
high school dropouts. For students, leaving school before graduation is related to
considerable educational deficiencies that will likely limit financial, social, and
psychological well-being throughout their adult life (Dryfoos, 1990; Kaplan,
Damphousse, & Kaplan, 1994; Rumberger, 1987). For example, Kaplan et al.
(1994) found that students who did not graduate from high school were more
Address correspondence to Robyn S. Hess, Ph.D., School of Education, University of Colorado at Denver, Campus
Box 106, P.O. Box 173364, Denver, CO 80217-3364; E-mail: Robyn_Hess@ceo.cudenver.edu

389

This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

390

HESS AND COPELAND

likely to have poor mental health outcomes compared to those who did graduate,
even after controlling for previous levels of psychological dysfunction during
adolescence. Of particular interest, individuals who dropped out reported a lower
capacity to cope with stressful events in their lives. The purpose of the present
study was to examine the level of stress and types of coping strategies reported
by ninth-grade students and the relationship between these variables and high
school completion.
In general, the reasons for dropping out of school can be grouped into three
main categories: (a) social factors (e.g., poverty, lower levels of parental education, belonging to a language minority group); (b) school factors (e.g., school climate, retention and tracking practices); and (c) student factors (e.g., academic
failure, poor motivation, low self-esteem). Despite the frequency with which
these variables are cited in the literature, the exact pathway to school dropout remains unclear because patterns of dropping out shift considerably when gender,
ethnicity, and socioeconomic status (SES) are taken into account (Fine, 1991).
For example, many studies have found that students from low SES backgrounds
are more likely to drop out than those students from higher SES backgrounds
(e.g., Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack, & Rock, 1986; Streeter & Franklin, 1991).
When ethnicity is taken into account, however, results suggest that the effect of
low SES on school completion for Hispanics is relatively small (Fernandez,
Paulsen, & Nakanishi, 1989; Rumberger, 1991).
Cultural background also affects an individual's perception of, and reaction
to, both the school environment and stressful events (Phinney, Lochner, & Murphy, 1990). Latino1 students have consistently exhibited the highest dropout rate,
which is approximately twice that of Whites (Fernandez et al., 1989). Unfortunately, much of the research to date has focused on inalterable demographic
variables (e.g., SES, parental education level) that place Hispanic students at risk
for school dropout without attending to the internal resources of the student. We
know that some Latino students will succeed in school despite coming from atrisk environments, whereas others from equally stressful environments do not
(Waxman, Huang, & Padron, 1997). Without a better understanding of student
intrapsychic variables (e.g., perceptions, psychological state, coping resources),
it is difficult to explain these different pathways. Waxman et al. (1997) concluded that educationally resilient Latino students report higher levels of involvement, satisfaction, academic self-concept, and achievement motivation
than nonresilient students. In a similar study of Mexican American students,
Alva (1991) found that successful (i.e., invulnerable) students reported higher
levels of support from their teachers and friends. Thus, it seems that school success among Latino students who are at risk is related to a number of internal factors as well as external support variables.
'The students in the study identified themselves as Hispanic and this term is used throughout to refer
to study participants. The use of the terms Chicano, Latino, and Hispanic reflect the original terminology used in the studies cited in this article.
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Dropping out is viewed as a process that occurs over time and results from a
combination of individual, family, and school experiences, rather than a singlerisk event (Dryfoos, 1990; Franklin, 1992). Relevant to this perspective is a focus
on students' attitudes, perceptions, and abilities to cope with the contextual variables of their environment. Relatively little is known about the intrapsychic factors that are related to students' educational decisions. Although researchers have
examined students' self-esteem, attitudes toward school, and educational aspirations, there has been only limited success in understanding the individual factors
that influence high school completion (Ekstrom et al., 1986; Wehlage & Rutter,
1986). Students who drop out do not differ from graduates on global self-esteem
indices (Ekstrom et al., 1986). However, ratings on more specific measures of academic self-competence and perceptions of "self as student" (e.g., smart, ambitious, responsible, helpful to others) are lower for dropouts than for graduates
(Persaud & Madak, 1992). Kaplan, Peck, and Kaplan (1997) proposed a model in
which chronic academic failure leads to a perception of school as an unwelcoming place. To feel better about themselves, students engage in a variety of behaviors and adopt attitudes to protect themselves from these negative feelings, which
then leads to eventual withdrawal from school to restore self-esteem. Stated another way, when children do not experience a positive academic self-image and
satisfaction in school, they are at risk for disengaging from school and, thus, dropping out of school becomes more acceptable (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey,
1997; Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko, & Fernandez, 1989). Consistent with this
model is the finding that dropouts expect to attain less education than those students who complete high school (Catterall, 1998; Ekstrom et al., 1986).
A related body of research supports the idea that frequent stressors can impact
negatively the academic achievement and educational decisions of adolescents
(DuBois, Felner, Brand, Adan, & Evans, 1992; Gamier, Stein, & Jacobs, 1997;
Grannis, 1992). Research has shown that stressful life events are correlated with
lower academic achievement and negative educational decisions (e.g., truancy,
school dropout). Problems such as poor academics, economic hardship in the
family, pregnancy, and bad relationships with peers and teachers may reflect an
inability to cope successfully with more serious underlying problems created by
chronic stressful living conditions (Kaplan et al., 1994; Rumberger, 1987).
Adolescence represents a crucial time in the development of the individual. It
is a period of rapid cognitive, social, emotional, and physical changes (Copeland
& Hess, 1995). Accelerated development brings about considerable change in
the life of an adolescent, and today's youth seem evermore inundated with risk
factors (e.g., AIDS, sexual stimuli and themes, teen pregnancy, increased levels
of poverty, and violent conflict resolution). Rapid change (e.g., technology)
presents adolescents with a constant bombardment of stimuli that may challenge
their coping resources. In fact, Phillips (1993) concluded that the number of
teenage suicides, homicides, and pregnancies are evidence that American adolescents need assistance to cope effectively with the stress in their lives. Despite
the growing number of adolescents considered at risk for educational failure,
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comparatively little research has focused on stress and school-related variables.
Learning to cope effectively with stress is paramount to physical and psychological health (Hess & Copeland, 1997; Patterson & McCubbin, 1987).
Research has recently taken a new direction to include an examination of variables that moderate stress in children and adolescents, especially as it relates to
education. Examining school performance and resilience, Catterall (1998) found
that family supports, school responsiveness to students, and student involvement
predicted recovery from low school performance. Mantzicopoulos (1990) concluded that when dealing with academic difficulties, children benefit from a
school environment that encourages the development of problem solving and
positive emotion-focused coping skills. Effective coping skills are multiple and
varied and can be significant protective factors. Early work identified three types
of coping (emotion-focused, problem-focused, and appraisal-focused) and it was
proposed that most individuals used a combination of coping skills with a primary emphasis on one approach (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Patterson & McCubbin, 1987). More recently, Seiffge-Krenke (1995) has divided these types
into functional and dysfunctional coping styles with functional coping referring
to active efforts to manage a problem or think of a solution, and dysfunctional
coping focusing on efforts to deny or avoid the problem and attempting to regulate the emotions. Studies on the relationship between coping and mental health
in adolescents have suggested that coping styles that tend to avoid or ignore the
stressor are associated with higher levels of depression and anxiety (Hoffman,
Levy-Shiff, Sohlberg, & Zariski, 1992; Seiffge-Krenke & Klessinger, 2000).
Few studies have examined the broad effects of stress and coping on school
completion. Most have focused on specific aspects of stress (e.g., in-school
stressors as they relate to grade point average; Grannis, 1992), or coping and academic achievement (Mantzicopoulos, 1990). Fad and Ryser (1993) found that
students' success in education is determined by social/behavioral variables. In
their study, successful students performed significantly higher on measures of
peer relationships, coping skills, and work habits than did unsuccessful students,
although the specific types of coping strategies were not delineated. In a study
examining stress and support variables across several contexts, DuBois et al.
(1992) found that both stress and low levels of support (both family and peer)
made significant contributions to the prediction of subsequent psychological distress. Stress adversely affected school performance, and support from school
personnel—not family or peers—contributed to subsequent positive school performance (DuBois et al., 1992). Although preliminary, these data support the
idea that school personnel can play an important role in ameliorating some of the
risks associated with chronic stressors in the lives of adolescents. Still, many
questions remain about the relationship between the specific strategies that students use to cope with stressful life events and educational outcomes.
This study extended previous work by providing a more generalized view of
stress reported by students (as measured by life change events both in and out of
school) and their reported use of coping strategies. A longitudinal perspective
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was used to examine the final school status (i.e., graduated vs. dropped out) of
ninth-grade students to determine whether level of stress and coping strategies
predicted high school completion. Given previous research, we expected that
students who dropped out of school would report higher levels of stress and
more frequent use of dysfunctional coping styles (e.g., avoiding problems, externalizing feelings) in ninth grade compared to those who completed high school.
This study controlled for ethnicity effects by creating ethnically matched groups
of students who had graduated and who had dropped out. Because research has
not consistently supported gender-based rate differences in school dropout
(e.g., Barrington & Hendricks, 1989; Fernandez et al., 1989), groups were not
matched based on gender.
METHOD
Participants
Participants in this study were 92 ninth-grade students from two junior high
schools within a suburban area in a Western state. Participants were drawn from a
pool of 244 students who had participated in a larger research project to evaluate
the effects of integrating a unit on coping strategies into the ninth-grade health
curriculum. As part of the original study, some of the participants received a
health unit that introduced coping strategies whereas others were in the "control"
group. The results of this original investigation did not yield any significant
changes in students' reported coping after the health course was completed. Three
years following completion of the health class, the 244 students were grouped into
one of four categories (based on a review of records): dropped out, graduated,
moved to another district, and unknown reason for discontinuation.
A total of 46 students (19%) were found to have dropped out, and comprised
the "Dropped" group for this study. An ethnically matched control group of 46
students was drawn from 177 students who had graduated (72.5%) and comprised the "Graduated" group. The Dropped and Graduated groups were similar
in racial-ethnic composition: 50 (54.3%) Hispanic, 38 (41.3%) White (not of
Hispanic background), and 4 (4.3%) reported other or no ethnicity. The groups
were fairly similar in gender distribution: 18 (39.1%) females in the Dropped
group, and 26 (56.5%) in the Graduated group. Finally, there were no significant
differences in parental education levels between the two groups for either mothers, x2(6) = 2.602, p = .857, or fathers, x2(6) = 8.009,/? = .237, suggesting similar socioeconomic levels for each group.
Instruments
In the original study, students were administered several instruments to measure
health behaviors, locus of control, stressors, trait anxiety, and coping strategies
prior to beginning the unit on coping strategies. Of particular interest for this
study are two measures: students' ratings of stress (number of life change events
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and their relative weight), and coping strategies. Basic demographic information
was also collected, including a student's age, sex, ethnicity, parental marital status, parental education level, and number of siblings.
Students identified stressful life experiences that occurred in the previous year
from a list of 24 possible life changes drawn from the Adolescent Life Change
Event Scale (ALCES; Yeaworth, York, Hussey, Ingle, & Goodwin, 1980). The
ALCES contains 31 events of personal, social, and family changes that may
occur during adolescence. Each event is assigned a "life change unit" based on
weights determined by the original norming sample of 207 adolescents (mean
age of 14.1 years). For example, "close friend dying" is assigned 92 life change
units and "starting a job" is 34, out of a possible 100. Forman, Eidson, and
Hagan (1983) adapted the ALCES by using the 24 highest weighted items in the
original sample to create a brief ALCES with rank order coefficients (rho exceeded .90) consistent with the rank orders determined by Yeaworth et al.
(1980). The brief ALCES yields two scores: (a) stressor score (possible range =
0 to 24) reflecting the total number of life change events occurring during the
past 12 months, and (b) weighted stressor score (possible range = 0 to 1750) that
represents the total life change units across events.
Students also completed the Adolescent Coping Orientation for Problem Experiences (A-COPE; Patterson & McCubbin, 1987), a 54-item, self-rating scale
of coping behaviors. The A-COPE uses a 5-point scale {never, hardly ever,
sometimes, often, most of the time) for students to rate how often they enlist each
coping behavior in response to the question, "When you face difficulties or feel
tense, how often do you . . . ?" Factor analysis, principal components with varimax rotation methods, and Cronbach's alpha coefficients were used to establish
the reliability and validity of the instrument (Patterson & McCubbin, 1987). The
underlying factor structure of the A-COPE was derived from the responses of
467 junior and senior high students (mean age = 15.6) from middle to uppermiddle socioeconomic backgrounds. Based on their original factor analysis, Patterson and McCubbin (1987) found 12 factors: Ventilating Feelings, Seeking Diversions, Developing Self-Reliance, Developing Social Support, Solving Family
Problems, Avoiding Problems, Seeking Spiritual Support, Investing in Close
Friends, Seeking Professional Support, Engaging in Demanding Activity, Being
Humorous, and Relaxing.
Copeland and Hess (1995) performed a separate factor analysis of the A-COPE
with a culturally and economically diverse group of ninth-grade students (n — 308)
that yielded 13 factors with eigenvalues of 1.00 or greater. A list of the factors and
their loadings as well as sample items for each factor is presented in Table 1.
These 13 factors accounted for 59.6% of the variance of the correlation matrix,
and the majority of the factors had reliabilities above .70. For the present study,
the 13 factors defined by Copeland and Hess (1995) were used because they were
derived using a sample with similar characteristics as study participants.
Seven of the original factors in Patterson and McCubbin (1987) were the same
or very similar to the factors produced through the Copeland and Hess (1995)
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TABLE 1. A-COPE Factors, Factor Loadings, Number of Items, and Sample Items
with Highest Loadings
Factor 1: Proactive Orientation (n = 5, alpha = .80)
35. Try to keep up friendships or make new friends
30. Try to help other people solve their problems
Factor 2: Avoiding Problems (n = 6, alpha = .70)
42. Smoke
46. Drink beer, wine, liquor
Factor 3: Externalizing Feelings (n-5, alpha = .71)
28. Blame others for what's going on
22. Let off steam by complaining to family members
Factor 4: Social Activities (w = 5, alpha = .74)
16. Be with a boyfriend or girlfriend
11. Go shopping, buy things you like
Factor 5: Family Interaction (n = 5, alpha = .71)
31. Talk to your mother about what bothers you
50. Talk to your father about what bothers you
Factor 6: Seeking Spiritual Support (« = 3, alpha = .71)
44. Pray
23. Go to church
Factor 7: Physical Diversions (n = 4, alpha = .72)
54. Do a strenuous physical activity (jogging, biking, etc.)
33. Work on a hobby you have (sewing, biking, etc.)
Factor 8: Passive Diversions (n = 6. alpha = .64)
43. Watch TV
7. Eat food
Factor 9: Catharsis (n = 3, alpha = .53)
14. Cry
52. Talk to a friend about how you feel
Factor 10: Being Humorous (n = 3, alpha = .71)
3. Try to be funny and make light of it all
20. Joke and keep a sense of humor
Factor 11: Seeking Professional Support (n = 2, alpha = .61)
34. Get professional counseling (not a school teacher or school counselor)
6. Talk to a teacher or counselor at school about what bothers you
Factor 12: Positive Imagery (n = 4, alpha = .53)
15. Try to think of the good things in your life
36. Tell yourself the problem(s) is not important
Factor 13: Self-Reliance (n = 3, alpha = .45)
47. Try to make your own decisions
32. Try, on your own, to figure out how to deal with your problems or tension

.669
.636
.774
.773
.707
.692
.717
.649
.728
.656
.747
.726
.705
.646
.639
.599
.730
.650
.836
.771
.782
.622
.560
.529
.631
.517

Robyn Hess, Journal of Early Adolescence (May, 1995), pp. 203-219, copyright © 1995 by Sage
Publications. Reprinted by permission of Sage Publications, Inc.

factor analysis. In some cases, different factor names were chosen but the original concept was maintained (e.g., Relaxing [Patterson & McCubbin, 1987] vs.
Passive Diversions [Copeland & Hess, 1995]). In other instances, original factors were split into 2 separate factors. For example, the Patterson and McCubbin
(1987) factor of Developing Self-Reliance was divided into Self-Reliance and
Positive Imagery. The two greatest differences occurred on Social Activities and
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Seeking Diversions. Items such as "Go to a movie," or "Ride around in a car"
generally involve another person, especially for a young adolescent, which resulted in moving these items from the Patterson and McCubbin (1987) factor of
Seeking Diversions to the proposed Social Activities factor. (For a more complete comparison of the two factor structures of the A-COPE, please refer to
Copeland & Hess, 1995).
In addressing the types of coping (i.e., problem-focused, emotion-focused, or
appraisal-focused), Patterson and McCubbin (1987) suggested that the factors of
Ventilating Feelings, Seeking Diversions, Relaxing, and Avoiding Problems
most closely reflected emotion-focused coping (Patterson & McCubbin, 1987).
These four factors correspond most closely with the three factors (Externalizing
Feelings, Passive Diversions, and Avoiding Problems) in the Copeland and Hess
(1995) factor structure and are considered to reflect the dysfunctional coping
style proposed by Seiffge-Krenke (1995).
RESULTS

Chi-square tests were used to compare the demographic characteristics between
students who dropped out and those who graduated. The chi-square results revealed that there were no significant differences between the two groups on either maternal, x2(4) = 6.548,/? = .162, or paternal marital status, x2(3) = 7.161,
p = .067. There were also no significant differences in parental education levels
of either mothers, x2(6) = 2.602,/? = .857, or fathers, x2(6) = 8.009,/? = .237. The
parents of both groups had a high rate of high school noncompletion (36.4% of
the female parents of students who dropped out had not completed high school,
as compared to 28.3% of female parents of students who graduated). Among
male parents, 36.9% of the fathers of students who dropped out had not completed high school whereas 27.3% of the graduates' fathers had not completed
high school. Among both male and female parents, there was a slightly higher
percentage of school noncompletion among parents of students who dropped out
than those who graduated, but when all educational levels were taken into account, this difference was not significant.
When educational level was examined by ethnicity, significant differences in
high school completion were found with approximately 46.9% of female Hispanic parents not graduating as compared to 15.8% of female White parents. For
fathers, the difference was even more striking with 50% of male Hispanic parents lacking a high school diploma and only 11.1% of male White parents.
Among the Hispanic students who graduated, 44% of their female parents and
46% of their male parents had not graduated from high school.
Group Differences in Stress
A univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed to examine differences in reported stress between the two groups. Students who dropped out re-
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ported significantly more life change events (M= 5.59), ^(1,88) = 6.117, p =
.015, than students who graduated (M= 4.20). Further, students who dropped out
had higher weighted stressor scores (M - 390.36), F(l,88) = 5.730, p = .019,
than did students who graduated (M= 292.82).

This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

Group Differences in Coping Strategies
To determine whether there were differences in coping strategies between students who dropped out and those who graduated, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was performed on the 13 A-COPE factors. The multivariate
F-ratio was significant (Wilks' F = 2.26, df = 13, 68,/? = .016). Follow-up univariate ANOVAs revealed significant differences between the two groups on
three factors. Students who dropped out reported using the coping strategies of
Social Activities, F(l,84) = 5.310, p = .024; Physical Diversions, F(l,84) =
4.149,/? = .045; and Seeking Professional Support, F(l,84) = 5.933,/? = .017,
more often than did students who graduated (See Table 2).
Both students who dropped out and those who graduated endorsed Catharsis
as their most frequently used coping strategy. Also, Being Humorous and Proactive Orientation were among the five most frequent coping strategies for both
groups. Differences occurred in two other most frequent strategies. Specifically,
for students who dropped out, Social Activities (M= 3.31) and Physical Diversions (M= 3.16) were among the five most frequent strategies. For students who

TABLE 2. Stress and Coping Strategy Means (Standard Deviations) for Students
who Graduated (n = 44) and Those who Dropped Out (n = 45).
Variable
Stressors
Weighted Stress Score
A-COPE Factors
1. Proactive Orientation
2. Avoiding Problems
3. Externalizing Feelings
4. Social Activities
5. Family Interaction
6. Seeking Spiritual
Support
7. Physical Diversions
8. Passive Diversion
9. Catharsis
10. Being Humorous
11. Seeking Professional
Support
12. Positive Imagery
13. Self-Reliance

Dropped

Graduated

F

Significance

5.59 (2.76)
390.36(197.19)

4.20 (2.59)
292.82(187.20)

6.117
5.730

.015
.019

3.24
2.33
2.45
3.31
2.49

(.66)
(.62)
(.67)
(.78)
(.88)

3.00
2.08
2.41
2.88
2.65

(.91)
(.53)
(.65)
(.94)
(.81)

2.052
3.842
.079
5.310
.835

.156
.053
.779
.024
.363

1.84
3.16
3.14
3.42
3.23

(.86)
(.88)
(.64)
(.77)
(.87)

2.03
2.78
2.96
3.53
3.13

(.95)
(.85)
(.67)
(.93)
(.98)

.964
4.149
1.547
.312
.282

.329
.045
.217
.578
.597

1.34 (.48)
3.02 (.61)
3.17 (.86)

5.933
.706
.430

.017
.403
.514

1.70 (.83)
2.91 (.59)
3.06 (.74)

Note. Sample sizes reflect students with completed stress and coping data.
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graduated, Self-Reliance (M = 3.17) and Positive Imagery (M = 3.02) were
among the five most frequent coping strategies.
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Prediction of High School Completion Status
To determine the variables that best predict high school completion, data were
analyzed using a discriminant analysis procedure. The weighted stress scores
and 13 factors of the A-COPE were entered into the equation. Because of missing data, only 80 cases (36 students who dropped out and 44 who graduated)
were entered. Using this model, three A-COPE factors significantly predicted
high school completion status: Social Activities, Family Interaction, and Seeking
Professional Support. This model produced a Wilks Lambda of .783, F(3,76) =
.7.038, p < .001. The discriminant function had a canonical correlation of .466,
indicating a moderate relationship between groups and the discriminant function. The squared canonical correlation coefficient, or eigenvalue, for the model
was .278, indicating that about 28% of the variance between the two groups is
explained by the three variables. A classification matrix indicated that 68.2% of
the sample was correctly classified as either a graduate or dropout. Interestingly,
the model correctly classified 60% of dropouts and 75.6% of graduates suggesting that these variables may not be as robust for students who discontinue their
education.
The first variable to contribute to the predictive model for school completion
was the coping strategy termed "Seeking Professional Support." This A-COPE
factor includes two items: "Get professional counseling" and "Talk to a teacher
or counselor at school about what bothers you." Further analysis indicated that
this variable is significantly correlated with the weighted stress scores (r = .277),
possibly suggesting that the frequency with which students seek professional
support (e.g., seeing a counselor) may be an indicator of the degree of stress experienced by students.
The second variable, "Family Interaction," was negatively correlated with
dropout status and contributed significantly to the model. This coping factor includes five items: "Talk to your mother or father about what bothers you" (two
separate items), "Try to reason with parents and talk things out, compromise,"
"Talk to a brother or sister about how you feel," and "Do things with your family." The final variable to contribute to the model was the factor termed "Social
Activities" and includes items: "Be with a boyfriend or girlfriend," "Go shopping, buy things you like," "Ride around in a car," "Be close with someone you
care about," and "Go to a movie."
DISCUSSION
In the present study, we focused on the self-reported stress and coping strategies
of ninth-grade students, and compared responses of students who had dropped
out of school with those who completed. The findings reinforce what researchers
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and educators have long known; there is no easy explanation for understanding
how stress and coping impact high school completion. The results suggest that
three variables—seeking professional support (a possible indicator of stress),
family interaction, and certain kinds of social activities—are predictive of school
completion.
Consistent with previous data, the results of this study did not reveal a significant relationship between single-parent home or parental education level and
high school completion, especially when controlling for differences in ethnicity
(Battle, 1997; Fernandez et al., 1989; Hess & D'Amato, 1996). As with earlier
studies (e.g., Ekstrom et al., 1986; Rumberger, 1983), when educational level is
examined by ethnicity, significant differences in school completion rates appear
between Hispanic and White families. Although low parental education does not
necessarily hinder success in school for their children, the difference in school
completion rates between White and Hispanic parents underscores the need to
examine school completion rates among students from diverse ethnic backgrounds.
Students who dropped out of school reported a significantly greater number of
stressful life events of a more severe nature as ninth-graders than did students
who completed school. This finding is consistent with previous research indicating that students who experience significant amounts of stress have more school
difficulties (Dubow & Tisak, 1989; Grannis, 1992). Although the number of
stressors and weighted stress scores differed between the groups, neither variable directly predicted school dropout suggesting that stress is indirectly related
to leaving school prior to completion (Gamier et al., 1997). Instead, the use of
three coping strategies reported in ninth grade predicted school completion 3
years later. One of these, Seeking Professional Support, suggested that students
who reported seeing a professional and/or school counselor as a coping strategy
were more likely to drop out than those who graduated. This factor might be
viewed as a potential gauge of the degree of distress experienced by the adolescents who reported frequent use of this strategy. Although some adolescents may
seek counseling for information and advice, typically adolescents pursue professional counseling only when they are experiencing serious problems and their
previous attempts at problem-solving have failed (Geldard & Geldard, 1999).
Use of the coping strategy, Family Interaction, was negatively correlated with
dropout status indicating that students who graduate turn to their parents or other
family members when stressed or upset more so than students who drop out. As
with previous findings, these results support the importance of family relations,
especially among academically resilient Hispanic students (Catterall, 1998). In a
longitudinal study examining the roles of families in the dropout process, Garnier et al. (1997) noted that open conversation may help adolescents to cope with
their life choices including those involving school, friends, and risk-taking behaviors. So too, DuBois et al. (1992) found a positive adaptive relationship between ratings of support from family members and lower levels of psychological
distress in young adolescents. In their study, however, a prospective relationship
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was not found for the effects of positive family supports between initial levels of
stresses and supports and subsequent levels of psychological distress and school
performance 2 years later. DuBois et al. (1992) cautioned that prior studies have
found significant prospective effects for these variables among this age group,
suggesting the need for further study to better understand the role of family supports as a long-term, moderating variable in school performance and completion.
The final coping strategy to predict school completion status, Social Activities, is somewhat different than expected and warrants further investigation of
the types of adolescent social activities that relate to school success or failure.
Generally, research suggests that peer relationships act as a support for students
to assist in coping with difficult or stressful life events (Berndt, 1989; DuBois et
al., 1992; Gottlieb, 1991). For example, Catterall (1998) concluded that student
involvement in school-based activities such as athletics, clubs, and organizations
was a common aspect of academic resilience. In the present study, however,
"Social Activities" had a negative relationship with school completion. A possible explanation might be found in the kinds of social interactions included in this
factor. For example, none of the identified social activities is school-related
(e.g., Be with a boyfriend/girlfriend; Go shopping). It is well-established that
friends can exert a powerful influence on school performance in both positive
and negative ways and adolescents who receive low levels of parental monitoring are even more susceptible to the influence of peers (Dornbusch, Laird, &
Crosnoe, 1999). Adolescents who spend their time with less academically oriented friends experience a decrease in their own grades, and, unfortunately,
Latino students are more likely to find themselves in peer groups that devalue
education than either White or Asian students (Steinberg, Brown, & Dornbusch,
1996). This influence may extend to school completion as well. Previous research has demonstrated that students who dropout report engaging in more nonschool activities such as community-sponsored dances and "hanging around"
with friends than high school graduates who are more likely to participate in
school-related activities (Delgado-Gaitan, 1986). Although social support can
help reduce the psychological distress that often accompanies stressful life
events (DuBois et al., 1992), it appears that adolescents who cope with their
stress by spending a great deal of time with peers who are not engaged in school
may be at greater risk for school dropout.
The expectation that students who dropped out of school would report more
dysfunctional coping strategies in ninth grade was not supported by our findings.
Neither of the two coping strategies that predicted high school dropout status, Social Activities or Seeking Professional Support, were clearly identified as dysfunctional coping strategies because both suggest a direct action that might involve attempts to problem-solve through discussion and increased support.
Although more recent studies of coping have identified functional (i.e., approachoriented) and dysfunctional (i.e., avoidant-oriented) styles of coping using instruments based on this theoretical approach (e.g., Coping Across Situations Questionnaire; Seiffge-Krenke, 1995), the A-COPE was not designed for this purpose
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and many of its coping factors could be classified as representing both functional
and dysfunctional approaches. For example, Social Activities, includes strategies
directed at obtaining support from friends (e.g., "Be with a boyfriend or girlfriend"), but also includes items such as "Ride around in a car" and "Go to a
movie," which might be viewed as avoidant or dysfunctional coping.
Several of the present study's limitations should be noted. We relied on selfreport measures to determine the number of stressful life change events and
types of coping strategies employed by the participants. Without external validation, it is impossible to know whether the events and methods of coping reported
by adolescents are, in fact, accurate. Aside from this issue, additional caution is
needed in interpreting the broader interaction styles of adolescents. Our study
specifically asked students to rate the types of coping strategies they used when
experiencing stress. Therefore, the students' responses may not reflect their typical daily interaction patterns but only their activities when they perceived a need
to cope.
Other methodological concerns include the limited sample size and the absence of information on student stress and coping during the 3-year period prior
to collection of the high school completion data. It is impossible to know what
types of changes in stress and coping strategies took place during this time span.
In a study of life stress, social supports, and adaptation of early adolescents,
however, DuBois et al. (1992) found that the number of reported major life
events served as a predictor of increased psychological distress 2 years later, especially when adolescents did not perceive support from their environment (i.e.,
peers, parents, school). In fact, DuBois et al. (1992) suggests that a negative reciprocal pattern may exist where students who experience a number of stressful
life events and lack supports continue to experience greater levels of distress and
problematic adjustment. It will be important to study the impact of adaptive coping strategies on this pattern and whether introducing new coping strategies
buffers against further psychological distress.
In examining stress, this study only examined stressful life events and the associated "weight" of these events. In more recent work, researchers (e.g.,
DuBois et al., 1992; Forman, 1993) have supported the use of measures that provide a more extensive range of life events—from events that are life changing
and out of the individual's control (e.g., death of a family member) to events that
are potentially under the individual's control, yet likely to elicit some stress (e.g.,
joining a new club). Measures of daily hassles focus on typical day-to-day concerns of school-age children and adolescents (e.g., "fights with brothers and sisters" or "conflicts with teachers"). Research suggests that daily hassles may be a
better predictor of psychological adaptation than life-change events (Ham &
Larson, 1990). Both life change events and daily hassles lead to increased psychological distress, which in turn, is predictive of increased hassles (DuBois et
al., 1992). School events may also be explored in the context of both achievement and social stressors (e.g., social relations with peers, interactions with
teachers).
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The purpose of this study was to examine the extent to which stress and coping reported in ninth grade predicts high school completion. The results suggest
that among young adolescents, coping strategies related to support from family,
peers, and professionals (i.e., counseling) were predictive of school completion.
Not surprisingly, for students who graduated, the use of family interactions as a
coping strategy predicted school completion. However, for students who
dropped out, social activities and seeking counseling were predictive of leaving
school prior to graduation. Coping skills instruction and problem-solving have
proven effective for helping adolescents decrease stress and improve problemsolving skills (Forman, 1993; Frydenberg, 1999). Although it is impossible to
make specific coping skill strategy recommendations based on the findings of
the present study, it would appear that interventions that focus on helping students make good choices about friendships, increasing their engagement with
both their families and school, and improving problem-solving skills would be
appropriate. A critical component of any program is a focus on developing
strong teacher-student relationships because when adolescents perceive that a
teacher both cares and has high expectations for them this helps decrease their
susceptibility to negative peer influences (Dornbusch et al., 1999).
The Check and Connect Program (Christenson & Carroll, 1999) offers a
good example of an effective intervention program that features many of these
components and is directed toward helping students develop coping skills and
complete school. The "basic" form of this program was designed to facilitate
continuous assessment of student levels of engagement with school through
regular monitoring of "alterable" risk factors (e.g., tardies, truancies, behavioral
referrals). Through ongoing consultation with the student, parent, and educators, the monitor shares information about the monitoring system, the student's
progress, problem-solving strategies, and the importance of staying in school.
More intensive strategies may be implemented when a student appears to be
having more difficulty and is showing a particularly high number of risk behaviors. Contrary to the brief coping skill curriculum our participants had received, the Check and Connect program represents a longitudinal intervention
with some participants involved for as long as 3 years. After 2 years of enrollment in the program, students were found to be more engaged in school and
had earned more credits toward graduation than the control group (Christenson
& Carroll, 1999).
One of the strengths of the present study is the longitudinal focus that allowed
us to examine the predictors of high school completion. Our results indicate that
certain coping patterns are predictive of school dropout providing evidence of a
bidirectional pattern of influence between contextual experiences and adolescent
adaptation. As noted by Bronfenbrenner (1979), if these reciprocal patterns of
effects are left uninterrupted, they may continue to sustain themselves and shape
long-term trajectories for either positive or negative educational outcomes. Additional research is needed to examine the complex interactions between the adolescent's internal resources (e.g., coping skills, perception of support from exter-
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nal resources) and the existence and type of support provided by environmental
or external resources (e.g., family, peer, and school support) that contribute to
school completion.
Schools are in a key position to help children learn effective coping skills by
offering preventative interventions and coping skills training from the early elementary through high school years (Forman, 1993). Indeed, DuBois et al. (1992)
found that young adolescents who reported high levels of support from school
personnel were less vulnerable to high numbers of stress events and associated
levels of psychological distress. As psychologists in the schools, it is critical that
we develop intervention programs that help students to cope effectively with
high levels of stress and create more extensive support systems to assist them
with their emotional, social, and educational needs.
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