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School Lunch Participation
and Youth School Failure:
A Multi-Racial Perspective

Shiyou Wu
Kalah M. Villagrana
Siobhan M. Lawler

Renee Garbe
Arizona State University

In the United States, students from low-socioeconomic status and mi-
nority ethnic groups graduate from high school at lower rates than 
their peers. Limited studies exist about the risk and protective factors 
that affect the disproportionate graduation rates by income and ethnici-
ty. Using the 2016 Arizona Youth Survey data (N = 32,178), this study 
aims to explore the relationship between the National School Lunch 
Program (NSLP) participation and school failure, and other risk and 
protective factors from a multi-racial perspective. Logistic regressions 
were conducted on the total sample and the six ethnic subsamples (i.e., 
White, Latino, Black, American Indian, Asian/Pacific Islander, and 
Mixed). Results showed a significant difference in school failure be-
tween free lunch participants and nonparticipants for the total youth 
sample and for the White, Latino, Black and Mixed subsamples. How-
ever, a significant difference in school failure between free lunch par-
ticipants and reduced price lunch participants was only found for the 
total sample but not for any of the six ethnic subsamples. Significant 
risk factors across most ethnic groups include the participant being 
suspended from school and peer suspension/dropout. Protective factors 
across most ethnic groups were family management and school com-
mitment. Findings highlight the need for more culturally responsive 
interventions to target school failure for low-income students across 
ethnic groups. 
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	 In the United States, the average high school graduation rate 
in the 2015 to 2016 school year was 84% compared to 77.6% for stu-
dents from low-income families (DePaoli et al., 2018; U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2018). 
Research has demonstrated that low-socioeconomic status (SES) 
is a significant predictor for dropping out of high school (Bradley 
& Renzulli, 2011; Rumberger, 1987; Rumberger & Lim, 2008; Weis 
et al., 1989). Other common predictors include poor course per-
formance, absenteeism, and behavior problems (Battin-Pearson 
et al., 2000; U.S. Department of Education, 2016). Less conclusive 
research exists about how other risk and protective factors relate 
to differences in academic performance for students from low-
SES backgrounds (Okilwa, 2016; Suh et al., 2007). Furthermore, 
previous studies have mixed findings on the relationship be-
tween ethnic groups and the risk and protective factors of high 
school dropout (Rumberger & Lim, 2008). Additional research is 
needed to examine the factors associated with high school drop-
out rates for students by ethnic groups and SES. Therefore, the 
current study aims to explore the relationship between National 
School Lunch Program (NSLP) participation (as an indicator of 
SES) on school failure and to examine whether that relationship 
differs by racial and ethnic groups. 

Disparities in Educational Outcomes

	 In the United States, high school graduation rates vary 
by ethnicity. In 2016 to 2017, national high school graduation 
rates were highest for Asian/Pacific Islander students (91%), fol-
lowed by White (89%), Hispanic (80%), Black (78%), and Amer-
ican Indian/Alaskan Native students (72%) (Snyder et al., 2019). 
Rumberger and Lim (2008) conducted a systematic review of 
research from the 1980s to the early 2000s examining factors 
that influenced high school dropout. More than 200 studies ex-
amined the relationship between ethnicity and school dropout. 
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This review found mixed results in the studies, which suggests 
that dropout may be better explained by additional risk and 
protective factors, including family background or educational 
performance (Rumberger & Lim, 2008). Despite being widely 
studied, as referenced in the systematic review conducted by 
Rumberger & Lim (2008), there are still inconclusive results 
about which risk and protective factors most influence the dis-
proportionately low graduation rates for minority groups.
	 About 77% of students from low-income families graduate 
from high school compared to 90% from students from non-low-
income families (DePaoli et al., 2018). A meta-analysis with 101 
articles from before 1980 found SES to positively correlate with 
academic achievement with a mean correlation of .343 (White, 
1982). In 2005, another meta-analysis, following the same meth-
ods as White, found a medium to strong correlation between 
SES and academic achievement with a mean correlation of .229 
from studies between 1990 to 2000 (Sirin, 2005). The change in 
correlation could be related to improved measures of SES and 
academic outcomes, overall social and policy changes, or other 
contributing risk and protective factors. Additional studies are 
needed to understand the risk and protective factors that affect 
the relationship between SES and educational outcomes. 
	 Before dropping out of school, students typically display a 
pattern of behaviors including course failure, absenteeism, and 
behavioral problems (Balfanz et al., 2007; Battin-Pearson et al., 
2000; Rumberger & Lim, 2008; U.S. Department of Education, 
2016). These behaviors are considered to be risk factors for high 
school dropout; however, additional risk factors may also influ-
ence school failure and dropout. A meta-analysis on 53 cases 
from 34 studies found a significant positive relationship between 
school suspension and dropout (Noltemeyer et al., 2015). Students 
who have a friend drop out of high school have been shown to 
also be more likely to drop out (Carbonaro, 1998; McIntyre, 2013; 
Mora & Oreopoulos, 2011). Poverty has been associated with 
more frequent school mobility, which can affect academic suc-
cess (Fang et al., 2020; Friedman-Krauss & Raver, 2015; Rumberg-
er & Lim, 2008). Students from low-socioeconomic status who are 
experiencing course failure may need different levels of support 
than students from families with higher income levels. 
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National School Lunch Program (NSLP) Participation

	 One program aimed at reducing student dropout risk factors 
associated with poverty is the NSLP, a federally-assisted meal 
program provided in public schools, private nonprofit schools, 
and residential childcare centers. The Food and Nutrition Ser-
vice of the United States Department of Agriculture adminis-
ters the program. In 2016, 30.4 million children in the United 
States participated in the NSLP (U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture, 2017). Free lunch participation has been used as a proxy 
measure for SES in educational research since the development 
of the NSLP in the 1960s. However, there is some controversy 
over whether it is an appropriate measure to assess SES (Chin-
gos, 2016; Harwell & LeBeau, 2010; Randolph & Prejean-Harris, 
2017). While this may not be the most accurate measure of SES, 
it is the measure most commonly collected in school settings 
and is therefore frequently accepted as a valid measure of SES 
in research studies. Although studies have examined the re-
lationship between SES and academic achievement, few have 
specifically examined educational outcomes related to partici-
pation in the NSLP (Anderson et al., 1992; Colgren & Sapping-
ton, 2015; National Center for Educational Statistics, 2011; Tash, 
2018; Williams, 2003).
	 In 1992, a national study found that average test scores for 
students receiving free or reduced price lunch (low-SES) were 
lower than for students who did not participate in the school 
lunch program (Anderson et al., 1992). However, some low-SES 
students achieved high academic scores. High-achieving, low-
SES students were more likely to have the protective factors of 
living with both parents, arriving to school on time, attending 
classes, and having limits on the amount of time they could 
spend with friends on school nights (Anderson et al., 1992). Since 
then, additional studies have compared short-term education-
al outcomes for students receiving free or reduced price lunch 
and those who did not. Measures of educational outcomes have 
included test scores and high school graduation rates. Studies 
found that students receiving free or reduced price lunch expe-
rienced poorer educational outcomes than students who did not 
participate in the NSLP (Colgren & Sappington, 2015; National 
Center for Educational Statistics, 2011; Williams, 2003). Howev-
er, little is known about the other risk and protective factors 
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that affect this relationship. The limited number of studies ex-
amining the NSLP participation and school failure calls for ad-
ditional research to further explore the relationship and other 
contributing factors.

Involvement of School Social Workers
and Student Educational Outcomes

	 School social workers provide student supportive ser-
vices designed to narrow academic achievement gaps between 
low-SES and minority students and their White majority peers 
across several different school performance indicators, including 
rates of school dropout (Rumberger, 2011). Schools and districts 
can employ social workers directly, though less than a third of 
schools with a majority of students qualifying for free or reduced 
price school lunch have a dedicated school social worker on staff 
(Stone, 2015). Schools without a dedicated school social worker 
may instead provide supportive services through collaborations 
between schools and community agencies, such as mental health 
service providers and child and family services (Franklin, 2000; 
Stone, 2015). These services are often viewed as ancillary rath-
er than integral to the academic success of students (Adelman 
& Taylor, 2006), and are subject to budget cuts and institutional 
dynamics (Frey et al., 2012; Tyack, 1992). School social workers are 
tasked with improving academic outcomes directly through the 
reduction in disruptive behaviors and mental health problems 
among adolescents (Stone, 2015). The addition of social workers 
to schools that previously did not employ any has been associ-
ated with positive academic achievement trajectories and low-
er rates of truancy (Stone et al., 2013). Social workers indirectly 
improve academic outcomes of students by positively affecting 
school settings. 

Theoretical Framework

	 Although students with more risk factors are more likely 
to drop out of high school and experience negative education-
al outcomes, many students with risk factors still graduate from 
high school and experience positive educational outcomes. The 
educational resilience framework can be used to understand this 
paradox. Educational resilience is defined as “the heightened 
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likelihood of success in school and in other life accomplishments, 
despite environmental adversities brought about by early traits, 
conditions, and experiences” (Wang & Gordon, 1994, p. 46). Ed-
ucational resilience develops through continuous interactions 
between a child and characteristic features of their environment 
(Wang et al., 1997). Contexts that can foster the development of 
educational resilience include the family, peer group, communi-
ty, and school (Wang et al., 1998). These environments can pos-
sess both risk factors and protective factors that can influence the 
development of educational resilience. Educational risk and pro-
tective factors at the individual, peer, family, school, and commu-
nity levels are used in this study as covariates. By controlling for 
these educational risk and protective factors, we can explore the 
relationship between income level and school failure. Therefore, 
using the educational resilience framework can help researchers 
understand both the educational risk factors for students receiv-
ing free or reduced price lunch and the protective factors that 
promote educational resilience. 
	 Using the educational resilience framework, the current 
study aims to broaden the understanding of the impacts of the 
NSLP participation on school failure by ethnic groups by ad-
dressing the following research questions:
 

1. Do youth who receive free lunch report different levels of 
school failure than students who receive reduced price lunch 
or neither free nor reduced price lunch (nonparticipants)?
 
2. Does the relationship between NSLP participation and 
school failure differ by ethnic group? 

Materials and Methods

Data and Sample 

	 This study used data from the 2016 Arizona Youth Survey 
(AYS). The AYS is administered by the Arizona Criminal Justice 
Commission’s (ACJC) Statistical Analysis Center on a bi-annual 
basis. AYS aims to examine the frequency and prevalence of 
risky behaviors by Arizona youth. The survey also collects in-
formation about youth risk and protective factors at individual, 
peer, family, school, and community domains (ACJC, 2016). The 
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survey was conducted throughout the state of Arizona in all 
fifteen counties by eighth, tenth, and twelfth-grade students. 
All public, private, and charter schools in the state were eligi-
ble to participate and were recruited by ACJC (2018). Data was 
collected using a self-administered, paper-and-pencil ques-
tionnaire on a Scantron sheet in schools with limited student 
computer access. In schools that preferred an online survey, a 
self-administered online survey was used to collect data. The 
same questions were used for both data collection methods. Ad-
ditional details about AYS are provided in ACJC (2018). For AYS 
2016, 57,170 youth participated from 249 schools within fifteen 
counties. Of the survey participants, 50% were male and 50% 
were female. By ethnic groups, the sample was 47.9% White (n = 
15,408), 37.3% Latino (n = 11,999), 3.0% Black (n = 970), 3.1% Amer-
ican Indian (n = 1,006), 3.0% Asian/Pacific Islander (n = 963), and 
5.7% Mixed (n = 1,832; ACJC, 2016). The final analytic sample 
for the current study was reduced to 32,178. Participants with 
missing data were removed from the sample.  

Measures

	 Dependent variable. To explore school failure, participants were 
asked, “Putting them all together, what were your grades like 
last year?” Five response categories were provided: mostly A’s, 
mostly B’s, mostly C’s, mostly D’s, and mostly F’s. The variables 
were recoded into a dichotomous variable: 0 = Mostly A’s, B’s, 
or C’s (indicating not failure), 1 = Mostly D’s or F’s (indicating 
school failure). 
	 Independent variable. The aim of the study was to explore 
whether free lunch participation had an impact on the school fail-
ure of adolescents. Free lunch participation was used to indi-
cate household SES. To answer this question, participants were 
divided into three groups based on responses to the question, 
“Do you get a free or reduced cost lunch at school?” Three re-
sponse categories were provided and were recoded as 3 dummy 
variables: free lunch (reference group), reduced price lunch (1 = 
yes, 0 = no), and nonparticipation (1 = yes, 0 = no). Overall, about 
40% of participants reported receiving free or reduced price 
lunch. The only indicator of SES in the Arizona Youth Survey is 
free lunch participation. 
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	 Covariates. We also controlled for variables of youth demo-
graphics, risk factors, and protective factors that related to school 
failure at the individual, peer, family, school, and community 
levels on all the analytic models that were identified in the liter-
ature. At the individual level, we controlled for gender (1 = male, 
0 = female), age (as a continuous variable with a range of 12 to 
19 years old), and grade. Grade was the school grade level when 
youth participated in the survey. It was recoded as three dum-
my variables: 8th grade (reference group), 10th grade (1/0) and 
12th grade (1/0). Youth ethnicity was recoded as six dummy vari-
ables: White (reference group), Latino (1/0), Black (1/0), American 
Indian (1/0), Asian/Pacific Islander (1/0), and Mixed (1/0). We also 
controlled for whether the participant had ever been suspend-
ed from school during the last 12 months (1/0) and the total ACE 
score. For the total ACE score, participants were asked whether 
they had the following six different ACE conditions: “(a) living 
with anyone who was a problem drinker or alcoholic; (b) living 
with anyone who used illegal street drugs or who abused pre-
scription medications; (c) living with anyone who served time or 
was sentenced to serve time in a prison, jail, or other correction-
al facility; (d) parents separated or divorced; (e) having adults in 
home ever slap, hit, kick, punch, or beat each other up; (f) having 
an adult in your home ever swear at you, insult you, or put you 
down.” Each of the ACE conditions was recoded into a dummy 
variable (1 = yes, 0 = no). The total ACE score became a continuous 
variable by adding the scores from the six different ACE condi-
tions. A higher total ACE score indicated more ACE conditions. 
	 At the peer level, we controlled for peer suspension/dropout 
and negative peer interactions. For peer suspension/dropout, partic-
ipants were asked, “How many of your best friends have been 
suspended or dropped out of school in the past year?” We re-
coded it as a dummy variable, indicating whether any of their 
friends had been suspended or dropped out of school (1 = yes, 
0 = no). For negative peer interactions, participants were asked 
the following four questions: “(a) How often do other students 
make fun of you?; (b) How often do other students push or hit 
you?; (c) How often are other students mean to you?; and (d) 
How often do other students exclude you from activities?” Re-
sponses were given on a five-point scale (1 = never/almost never 
and 5 = always/almost always). We averaged these four scores to 
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calculate negative peer interactions. The higher the score, the more 
negative peer interactions the student experienced.
	 At the family level, we controlled for mother’s education level 
(continuous variable, from 1 = 8th grade or less to 7 = gradu-
ate or professional) and family management. For family manage-
ment, participants used a four-point Likert scale (1 = strongly 
disagree, 4 = strongly agree) to answer the following questions: 
“(a) My parents ask if I have gotten my homework done; (b) My 
parents would know if I did not come home on time; (c) When 
I am not home, one of my parents knows where I am and who 
I am with; and (d) If I skipped school, my parents would catch 
me.” We averaged these four scores, with a lower score indicat-
ing poorer family management. 
	 At the school level, we controlled for school safety (1/0), and 
low school commitment. For low school commitment, participants 
answered by a five-point Likert scale the following questions: 
“(a) How interesting are most of your courses to you?” (1 = very 
interesting, 5 = not at all interesting); “(b) How important do 
you think the things you are learning in school are going to 
be for you later in life?” (1 = very important, 5 = not at all im-
portant); “(c) Now thinking back over the past year in school, 
how often did you feel that the school work you were assigned 
was meaningful and important?” (1 = almost always, 5 = nev-
er). Low school commitment was treated as a continuous variable 
by averaging the scores for the questions. A higher score indi-
cated lower school commitment. At the community level, we 
controlled for community safety (1/0) and community attachment. 
For community attachment, participants answered the following 
questions using a four-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 
4 = strongly agree): “(a) If I had to move, I would miss the neigh-
borhood I now live in; (b) I like my neighborhood; (c) I’d like 
to get out of my neighborhood.” It was treated as a continuous 
variable using the mean score of the three variables. The higher 
the score, the higher level of community attachment.

Analytic Strategy

	 First, descriptive statistics were run for all of the variables by 
the whole sample and each of the six ethnic groups. Then—while 
controlling for the demographic and socioeconomic factors at the 
individual, peer, family, school, and community levels—logistic 
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regressions were conducted for the whole sample and by the six 
ethnic subgroups to examine the relationship between school 
failure and school lunch participation. We also controlled the 
clustering effects (Primo et al., 2007) at school levels. All the anal-
yses were conducted using Stata 15.0 for Windows.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

	 Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for each variable for 
the entire youth sample (Column 1) and for each of the six eth-
nic subgroups (Columns 2–7). Overall, about 6% of participants 
reported a school failure in the last year. American Indian youth 
(11%) reported the highest school failure rate, followed by Black 
(9%), Latino (8%), mixed racial groups (6%), White (4%), and 
Asian/Pacific Islanders (4%). The percentage of free lunch par-
ticipation for the total sample was 33%. The highest rate of free 
lunch participation was found among American Indian youth 
(70%), whereas the lowest was White participants (15%). The re-
duced price lunch participation rate for the total sample was 
8%. The highest rate of reduced price lunch participation was 
Black participants (11%) and the lowest was White participants 
(6%). The nonparticipation in the NSLP for the total sample was 
60%. White youth had the highest nonparticipation rates (79%) 
while American Indian students had the lowest rates of nonpar-
ticipants (23%). 
	 Of the total sample, 47% were male and the average age was 
15.54 (SD = 1.71) years old. The majority of youth were in tenth 
grade (35%) followed by eight grade (34%) and twelfth grade 
(32%). Nearly half (48%) of the total sample were White youth, 
followed by Latino (37%), mixed racial (6%), Black (3%), Amer-
ican Indian (3%), and Asian/Pacific Islander (3%) youth. The 
mean ACE score across ethnic groups was 1.13 (out of 6). About 
10% of youth had been suspended from school in the last year 
and 32% of youth had a friend who was suspended or dropped 
out of school in the last year. The average negative peer inter-
action score was 0.78 (SD = 1.43) and the mean score for family 
management was 2.13 (SD = 0.71). Their mothers’ average edu-
cation level was some college. Overall, 82% of youth felt safe at 
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school, whereas 80% of youth felt safe in their community. More 
details are provided in Table 1.

Relationship Between Free Lunch Participation and School Failure

	 The results of our analysis on free lunch participation and 
school failure are shown in Table 2. Overall, free lunch partici-
pation was a significant predictor of school failure. Column (1) 
in Table 2 shows that, in comparison to participants with free 
lunch, a statistically significant lower odds of school failure was 
associated with participants receiving reduced price lunch for 
students overall (OR = 0.78, p < .05). However, we did not find 
any significant differences in school failure between free lunch 
and reduced price lunch participants by all six ethnic subgroup 
samples. In comparison to participants with free lunch, a statis-
tically significant lower odds of school failure was associated 
with nonparticipation for the total sample (by 36%; p < .001), as 
well as for the White (by 41%; p < .001), Latino (by 24%; p < .01), 
Black (by 48%; p < .05), and Mixed (by 70%; p < .001) subsamples.
	 For the covariates at the individual level of the total sam-
ple, other things being equal, Latino (p < .001), Black (p <.01), 
and American Indian (p <.001) students had significantly higher 
odds of school failure than White students (reference group). 
Being male was associated with higher odds of school fail-
ure for overall participants and some ethnic groups including 
White, Latino, and Mixed groups. Having a higher ACE score 
was also associated with higher odds of school failure for the 
total sample and some ethnic subgroups including White, Lati-
no and Black subgroups. Higher odds of school failure were as-
sociated with participants having been suspended for the total 
sample and for all six ethnic subgroups.
	 For covariates at the peer level, other things being equal, 
a significantly higher odds of school failure was associated 
with participants having friends who had been suspended or 
dropped out of school for the total sample and for all ethnic 
subgroups besides Black. Significantly higher odds of school 
failure were also associated with a higher score of negative peer 
interactions for the total sample of youth and for some ethnic 
subgroups including White, Latino, and Black youth. 
	 For covariates at the family level, other things being 
equal, every one unit increase in family management scores 
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significantly decreases the odds of school failure for the total 
sample (by 19%, p < .001), and for White (by 18%, p < .001), Latino 
(by 19%, p < .001), Black (by 30%, p < .05) and American Indian 
(by 38%, p < .01) ethnic subgroups. Every one level increase in 
mothers’ education significantly decreases the odds of youth 
school failure for the total sample and for some ethnic sub-
groups including White, Latino and Black groups. 
	 For covariates at the school and community levels, other 
things being equal, every one unit increase in school commit-
ment scores significantly decreases the odds of school failure 
for the total sample and for all ethnic subgroups but Asian/Pa-
cific Islander. Results also show that feeling safe at school was 
significantly associated with lower odds of school failure for the 
total sample, and the White and Latino ethnic subgroups.  For 
covariates at the community level, feeling safe in the commu-
nity was significantly associated with lower odds of school fail-
ure for the total sample and for the White and Black subgroups. 
More details are provided in Table 2.

Discussion

	 This study examined the relationship between NSLP partic-
ipation and school failure of youth from Arizona. We found that 
youth who did not participate in the NSLP lunch or received 
reduced price lunch reported significantly lower odds of school 
failure than students who received free lunch at school. Over-
all, this finding is consistent with other studies, which found 
that students who received free lunch experienced higher lev-
els of school failure (Anderson et al., 1992). Other studies have 
also found lower academic achievement scores for students 
from minority ethnic groups receiving free lunch (Colgren & 
Sappington, 2015; National Center for Educational Statistics, 
2011; Williams, 2003). The current study contributes to the lit-
erature by further exploring the variations of the relationships 
between welfare participation and school failure across six eth-
nic groups (i.e., White, Latino, Black, American Indian, Asian/
Pacific Islander, and Mixed). We found a statistically significant 
difference in school failure between free lunch participants and 
nonparticipants for the total youth sample and for the White, 
Latino, Black and Mixed ethnic subsamples. We also found a 
statistically significant difference in school failure between free 
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lunch participants and reduced price lunch participants for the 
total sample, but not for any of the six ethnic subsamples. 
	 This study also found that a participant being suspended 
from school or having a friend who was suspended or dropped 
out of school were significant risk factors for school failure for 
most of the ethnic groups. This is consistent with studies that 
found having a friend dropout of school increases the likeli-
hood of a student dropping out (Carbonaro, 1998; Mora & Oreo-
poulos, 2011). A qualitative study of students at high-risk for 
dropping out found that peer relationships could push students 
to also drop out or stay in school (McIntyre, 2013).  Male stu-
dents were more likely to fail courses than female students. 
Most studies have found that males drop out of school at higher 
rates than females, but several studies have found that the rates 
may vary by ethnic group (Crowder & South, 2003; Rumberger 
& Lim, 2008). 
	 In addition, this study found family management and 
school commitment were significant protective factors across 
most ethnic groups. Better family management was correlat-
ed with a reduction in school failure. This finding is consistent 
with other studies that have found family management to be a 
protective factor of child school engagement (Bartle-Haring et 
al., 2012). The findings from this study suggests that knowing 
with whom and where children are spending their time, setting 
clear rules, and checking on homework completion are associ-
ated with better educational outcomes for youth. Studies have 
also found that higher levels of school commitment or engage-
ment have been associated with higher academic achievement 
(Bryan et al., 2012; Sciarra & Seirup, 2008).

Implications for Social Work Practice

	 The study highlights the need for both school-wide preven-
tion programs and selective interventions that are culturally re-
sponsive. School-wide prevention programs can help to improve 
educational outcomes for all students. For example, school-based 
health centers and wraparound services have shown some 
promising links between academic outcomes, including drop-
out rate, adolescent health, family environment, and psycholog-
ical well-being (Walker et al., 2010). School-based health centers 
(SBHCs) provide access to health and mental health services to 
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youth who are traditionally underserved within community 
health settings (Brown & Bolen, 2003; Walker et al., 2010). These 
centers have been found to increase GPA and attendance and 
reduce high school dropout rates (Walker et al., 2010).  Multidis-
ciplinary teams coordinate wraparound services for youth and 
families related to health, mental health, education, safety, and 
welfare (Suter & Bruns, 2009). When compared with youth not 
receiving services, adolescents receiving wraparound services 
had better mental health and school functioning outcomes as 
well as more stable living environments (Suter & Bruns, 2009). 
These programs can improve access to health and mental health 
services through school systems, which are important sources 
to access care for adolescents (Keeton et al., 2012). 
	 Additionally, community school models, such as The Har-
lem Children’s Zone, integrate community services into schools 
to service student, family, and community needs (Dryfoos, 1994; 
Stone, 2015). These models have been gaining increased interest 
in recent years, though approaches between schools and districts 
vary widely and it is unclear what role social workers play in 
these models (Stone, 2015). The community school model pro-
motes student involvement in service learning and volunteer op-
portunities to encourage community engagement, improvement, 
and development (Stone, 2015). This model also identifies the 
importance of social services, health and mental health services, 
and community development on academic outcomes among 
adolescents. For schools and districts with a high percentage of 
youth on free and reduced lunch, funding for social programs 
that provide social services, health and mental access, and fami-
ly/community intervention strategies are needed to obtain posi-
tive academic outcomes and lower dropout rates. 
	 In addition to school-wide prevention programs, schools can 
use selective interventions to target students who have identi-
fied risk factors for dropping out. This study suggests that par-
ticipants across ethnic groups who had been suspended at least 
one time had a higher likelihood of school failure. Additionally, 
peer suspension or dropout was associated with school failure 
for most ethnic groups. This suggests that dropout intervention 
programs in schools could target students who have been sus-
pended or had a friend who was suspended or dropped out. 
Further, higher family management scores were associated with 
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lower odds of school failure for all ethnic subgroups but Asian/
Pacific Islander and Mixed. Aspects of interventions for family 
management could include teaching families how to check on 
homework and academic progress, ensure youth are attending 
school, talk to youth about with whom they are spending time, 
and monitor where they are spending their time. This finding 
suggests that intervention programs aimed at improving posi-
tive family management skills could help to improve educational 
outcomes. However, the finding was not statistically significant 
for Asian/Pacific Islander and Mixed youth. Family management 
interventions may need to be culturally responsive for families of 
Asian/Pacific Islander and Mixed youth or focus on other protec-
tive factors that are significant for those populations. 

Limitations and Strengths

	 The current study has some limitations. One limitation 
of the study was that it did not use a probability sample. All 
schools in the state of Arizona were eligible to participate, and 
schools in all 15 counties in Arizona participated. However, 
participation by the schools was optional and the study did not 
utilize random selection. Another limitation is that the study 
did not address missing data given the non-probability sam-
pling method. A third limitation is that the sample was not a 
national sample but was limited to one state. Given the sample 
was limited to Arizona, caution is needed when generalizing 
results to other areas. 
	 Nevertheless, this study has several strengths. While not 
nationally representative, this study had a large sample size of 
youth across a diverse state. The sample included rural, urban, 
and suburban areas from multiple racial groups. This study uti-
lized a multi-racial group comparison, which provided more 
precise predictors of positive educational outcomes for differ-
ent ethnic groups. Thus, this study can support researchers and 
practitioners in developing school-wide prevention and cultur-
ally responsive interventions to improve educational outcomes. 
Multiple control variables at the individual, peer, school, family, 
and community levels were utilized, which can help to yield 
better understanding of the risk and protective factors from dif-
ferent levels.
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Conclusion

	 Our findings highlight the need for more educational in-
terventions for youth with low-socioeconomic status. Across 
ethnic groups, participant suspension and peer suspension/
dropout were strong risk factors for school failure for students 
who received free lunch. Early interventions to target course 
failure and suspension could help to improve school perfor-
mance. Additionally, interventions to support positive family 
management and higher school commitment could be protec-
tive factors to improve school performance. Future research 
could examine the effect of positive family management on 
school failure for students from a low-SES. Findings from this 
study highlight risk and protective factors affecting school per-
formance for low-SES students across ethnic groups.
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