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ADDRESSING THE HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUT CRISIS BY BRIDGING THE EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT GAP AND 
ENSURING A VIABLE WORKFORCE FOR THE FUTURE.

ORANGE COUNTY UNITED WAY’S commitment to the academic success of our youth is long-standing, and we are proud to support our 
county’s leading education organizations and programs that include 0-5 early grade reading, after-school programming, and parent 
engagement. In 2010, with the support of Southern California Edison and Edwards Lifesciences, United Way launched Destination 
Graduation, our Education initiative aimed at reducing Orange County high school dropout rates and bridging the academic 
achievement gap, which disproportionately impacts low-income minority students in our community. 

UNITED WAY’S FACE 2024 plan was introduced in 2013 after a two-year strategic planning process as a long-term comprehensive 
effort to ensure that every child in Orange County has access to the building blocks for a good, quality life: education, income, health 
and housing. The goal of the Education component is to cut the high school dropout rate in half by the year 2024.

According to recent calculations, Orange County’s dropout rate for 2012-2013 is 7.3%, compared to the California dropout rate of 
11.4%. Among the school districts with the highest dropout rates were: Anaheim Union (8.6%), Garden Grove Unified (9.1%), and 
Santa Ana Unified (9.6%) (Report on the Conditions of Children in Orange County, 2014.). Learn more about the needs in Orange 
County by visiting www.unitedwayoc.org/challenges-facing-orange-county-california. 

The significant gap between high-performing and low-performing schools disproportionately impacts low-income Latino students 
within our county (OC Workforce Indicator report, 2011.) Students in the Anaheim, Garden Grove and Santa Ana school districts are 
far more likely to drop out of high school than their Caucasian peers, with graduation rates hovering below the state average of 82%. 
In fact, Latinos represent 75% of the students who drop out of high school in Orange County. This education achievement gap is 
fueled by family and community poverty, language and cultural barriers, lack of advocacy, and limited education support outside of 
a stressed school system.

The social, moral, and economic impact of this dropout epidemic, as well as the number of children we fail to serve, is astronomical. 
It is estimated that each student who drops out will cost the public sector close to $290,000 during their lifetime, due to periodic 
unemployment, reliance on government assistance, and cycling in and out of the prison system (according to statistics from The 
Alliance for Excellent Education). At the current dropout rate, Orange County stands to lose billions in revenue and support service 
costs. Most importantly, we fail to realize the business, entrepreneur, and community leadership potential of thousands of students, 
and may fail to meet the employment needs of our business sector.
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Destination Graduation reflects United Way’s renewed commitment to our youth. Through strategic educational partnerships, 
Destination Graduation is helping students across the county to graduate on time, college and career ready. We are excited to partner 
with the administrators, teachers, students, and parents at the following 11 high schools and 9 middle schools to prepare students 
with the skills they need to be successful employees and citizens to compete in global economy:

   SANTA ANA UNIFIED:
   Century High School
   Godinez Fundamental High School
   Middle College High School
   Segerstrom High School
   Carr Intermediate School
   McFadden Intermediate School
   Mendez Fundamental Intermediate School
   Spurgeon Intermediate School

Destination Graduation’s partner schools were selected based on their common commitment to AVID (Advancement Via Individual 
Determination), an internationally proven academic teaching and learning program that holds students and teachers accountable to 
their highest standards, creating a college-going culture that promotes an expectation of success. AVID is an in-school, elective class 
that changes the education trajectory of students at risk of falling through the achievement gap, but who are determined to change 
the course of their educational future. A majority of Destination Graduation students are Latino, low-income students who will be the 
first in their family to attend college and, in some cases, even complete high school.

In addition to our AVID program partnership, United Way is providing students, teachers, and parents with additional resources 
and services to offer a comprehensive approach to a complex community challenge. Destination Graduation is designed to engage, 
empower, and inspire our youth. We are accomplishing this through the following:

BUILDING SCHOOL LEADERSHIP:
United Way is working with the Department of Education and with local district leadership to support innovations in teaching and 
student learning models proven to narrow the academic achievement gap. Specifically, United Way is supporting the expansion 
of the AVID academic model within, and beyond, our 20 DG partner schools. With challenged budgets and multiple academic and 
administrative pressures, we are proud that our 20 DG partner schools have been able to maintain or expand their AVID program.

IMPROVING TEACHER EFFECTIVENESS:
United Way is providing DG teachers with access to effective training and useful support resources. Intensive summer education 
programs provide committed teachers with innovative teaching techniques and exciting academic context, creating a classroom 
culture of academic success. To date, United Way has supported the training of 55 AVID teachers and expanded the AVID methods to 
180 additional school personnel.

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT AND EXPLORATION:
Through our partnership with Roadtrip Nation, students will work through 12 lessons designed to help them identify personal skill 
sets and create an intentional road map for their future success. A final “roadtrip” project requires students to identify, secure, 
and interview a leader in their community or career of interest, allowing the students to develop critical 21st-century skills. To date, 
2,626 students have completed the Roadtrip Nation curriculum, increasing the number of students who felt engaged to ensure A-G 
requirements are established and met. In addition, all DG students will complete a four-year high school and four-year college plan 
using a district-approved online assessment program. 
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ANAHEIM UNION: 
Anaheim High School 
Katella High School
Savanna High School
South Junior High School
Brookhurst Junior High School

WESTMINSTER SCHOOL DISTRICT:
Johnson Middle School
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GARDEN GROVE UNIFIED:
Los Amigos High School
Santiago High School
Doig Intermediate School
Fitz Intermediate School

HUNTINGTON BEACH UNIFIED: 
Huntington Beach High School
Westminster High School



STUDENT ACADEMIC SUPPORT:
United Way is providing all DG students with academic tutorial support. Many of our students do not have access to academic support 
at home, or they may be expected to work once the school day is over. Providing DG students with academic support during the school 
day helps to ensure students are able to keep up with rigorous course work. To date, 90 college tutors have been secured to support 
student learning.

STUDENT CAREER EXPLORATION:
United Way is providing all DG students with exciting career exploration opportunities, both on and off-campus, through the following 
efforts:

STEM EXPERIMENTAL HANDS-ON LEARNING:
The Discovery Science Center engages students with grade-level appropriate, hands-on project based learning and inquiry based 
research activities that excite, inspire, and encourage the students to consider pursuing a STEM-related academic career after 
graduation. Middle school sessions (6th-8th grades) focus on a variety of topics to engage students year after year. One example, 
surrounds the chemistry of water and water pollution. In this type of session, a variety of hands-on water test kits, measuring 
dissolved oxygen, nitrates and pH levels, give students the opportunity to experience a variety of professions such as chemist, lab 
technician and environmentalist. The high school sessions have worked to construct mini-catapults while learning about engineering 
practices and scientific processes.

MOBILE STEM CAREER EXHIBITS:
Working with community partner Vital Link, United Way has developed an exciting mobile exhibit, which brings career exploration 
directly to school campuses. The exhibits fill the gymnasium and can reach more than 500 students per day. Our current exhibit 
features STEM-related career opportunities, including engineering in various sectors, alternative fuels, and medical careers. The units 
are staffed by sector professionals and include hands-on learning activities with a complementary teaching curriculum. Relevant 
college and certification program information is provided to students, with direct links to admission center website pages. To date, 
our mobile career exhibits have been seen by more than 38,655 Orange County high school and middle school students, earning rave 
reviews.

OFF-SITE STEM AND COLLEGE FIELD TRIPS:
United Way is working to ensure DG students are aware of career opportunities within Orange County through off-site STEM and 
college field trips to STEM industry sector leaders such as ION Reality, Broadcom, Edwards Lifesciences, Allergan, Microsoft, and 
Saddleback Hospital. We allow schools to choose between a STEM related trip or college visits of their choice. These trips complement 
the AVID program college exploration field trips that expose students to higher education opportunities. To date, these field trips have 
expanded the career and college horizons for more than 4,046 students.

CORPORATE SHARE DAYS:
United Way is linking our corporate partners to their local high schools and intermediate schools, and inviting corporate partner 
speakers to share their personal high school and career experience with local DG students. Corporate partners are excited to connect 
to the future workforce, and students and teachers are excited to have relevant examples of career and education pathways. United 
Way looks forward to scheduling bi-monthly speaker opportunities at each school.

PARENT ENGAGEMENT:
United Way is working with DG schools and districts to expand their current parental engagement efforts, specifically with the Latino 
parent population. To date, United Way has provided parents with 12,000 copies of the Latino Educational Attainment program’s “Ten 
Commandments for Education” and “Forty Developmental Assets,” educating parents who may be unfamiliar with the U.S. education 
standards (or college eligibility requirements) and engaging them as active partners in their child’s academic success.
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ORANGE COUNTY UNITED WAY is proud to be working with committed and talented educational partners. A recent local report, 
commissioned by the Croul Family Foundation titled, “Identifying Schools That Are Beating the Odds in Orange County,” spotlighted 
AVID as countywide programs that demonstrate key components influencing positive change in education.

For more information about our partners, please visit the following:

ADVANCEMENT VIA INDIVIDUAL DETERMINATION
www.avid.org

ROADTRIP NATION
www.roadtripnation.org

VITAL LINK
www.vitallinkoc.org

LATINO EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT
www.ocbc.org/ocbc-initiatives/workforce-development

DISCOVERY SCIENCE CENTER
www.discoverycube.org

INVESTORS IN CHANGE:
Southern California Edison - LEAD SUPPORTER
Edwards Lifesciences 
Bank of America
Chevron 

For additional information about Destination Graduation, please contact: 

   SERGIO CONTRERAS, MPA
   Senior Manager of Education
   sergioc@unitedwayoc.org
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