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6COMMUNITY LEARNING BRIEF

How Can You Help
Your Student 
Succeed in High
School?

Y
ou might not realize it, but many students who

are doing "just fine" in the 8th grade eventually

fail to graduate with their class, if at all. What can

you do to keep your teen on track?

According to the Philadelphia Educational Longitudinal

Study (PELS), about a quarter of 8th graders  in the

School District of Philadelphia look as though they are

doing just fine in school, and they seem perfectly ready

to make the transition to high school. However, less than

three-fourths of these students will graduate on time.

One in five will fall behind their class or withdraw from

school completely. We call them frustrated students (see

sidebar). 

What You Can Do

It's not all bad news. Many students who were not doing

well in the 8th grade recovered enough during high

school to graduate on time. We call them rising students.

Let's look at what parents of rising students did versus

parents of frustrated students. What works for parents

who help students get back on track can work for par-
ents trying to help their teens stay on track, too.

Talk To Your Teen About School
Rising students were significantly more likely to have

a parent who reported talking to them often—at least
twice a week—about what was going on at school. 

It’s not enough that parents talk with teachers and
counselors. Parents who talk to their teens about school
had a much stronger impact on student performance in
high school than parents who spoke only to adults
(counselors, teachers and other staff) about school.
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THE FRUSTRATED HIGH SCHOOLER

Does fine in in the middle grades but struggles
in high school. These 8th graders:

Earned a C or better in core courses (math, 
science, English, social studies)
Attended school at least 80% of the time
Were not suspended 
Had no unsatisfactory final behavior marks

But Four Years Later...

Just 70% graduate on time 
9% remain in school but fall behind 
10% withdraw from school
11% are of unknown status
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How To Help Your Student 
Stay on Track

Parents who talked about other things
with their teens—movies, shopping,
work—did not affect educational out-
comes.  What is important is not just that
parents and teens talk, but that they talk
about school.  Talking directly with your
teen—and not just talking about your teen
with other adults—is also important. 

Do something when teens struggle
Rising students were much more likely

to report that, if they received a bad
grade in school, their parents' reactions
mattered.

Rising students were three times more
likely than frustrated students to say that
when they struggled in a class, a parent
participated in homework assignments.  

There are many ways to help with home-
work.  Even if you are less confident about
your ability to do the work itself, you can
help your teen explore the work in an effec-
tive way—ask about the work, help with

organization, keep your teen motivated
and on task.  

Many factors contribute to student success.
What parents do with their teens could
make the difference between a frustrating
high school experience and a successful
one.  

Even if you believe that your teen is doing
“just fine” in school, talk often about
school, express that school performance
matters to you, and contribute to the
homework process. 

The Philadelphia Educational Longitudinal
Study (PELS), a project of the Philadelphia
Education Fund, followed more than 2000
students in Philadelphia public schools from
the summer after their 8th grade year
(1996-1997) until three years after expected
graduation. During that time, researchers
repeatedly interviewed students and par-
ents, gaining their perspective on the teens'
high school experience.


