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US SCHOOLS FIGHT TO KEEP STUDENTS 
AMID FEAR OF DROPOUT SURGE
   By Heather Hollingsworth  |  The Associated Press    

U.S. educators are doing everything they can to track down high school students who stopped 
showing up to classes and to help them get the credits needed to graduate, amid an anticipated 
surge in the country's dropout rate during the coronavirus pandemic.

There isn't data available yet on how the pandemic has affected the nation's overall dropout 
rate — 2019 is the last year for which it is available — and many school officials say it's too early to 
know how many students who stopped logging on for distance learning don't plan to return. But 
soaring numbers of students who are  failing classes  or are chronically absent have experts fear-
ing the worst, and schools have been busy tracking down wayward seniors through social media, 
knocking on their doors, assigning staff to help them make up for lost time and, in some cases, 
even relaxing graduation requirements.

"When students drop out, they typically look for an out, an opportunity to leave. And this 
has provided that, unfortunately," Sandy Addis, chairman of the National Dropout Prevention 
Center, said recently, referring to the pandemic. His group believes the dropout rate has spiked 
this year and will remain high for years.

At one high school in Kansas City, Kansas, staff members have made thousands of calls to the 
families of at-risk students, said Troy Pitsch, who supervises high school principals in the city.

"If we lose a student, it is going to be after kicking and screaming and fighting tooth and nail 
for them," Pitsch said.

Many districts were forgiving last spring when schools shut down abruptly, freezing grades 
unless students wanted to improve them. That made this year the first for which schools would 
feel the full effects of the pandemic on student performance and engagement.

The early signs aren't encouraging. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization warned  that the pandemic had put 24 million children worldwide at risk of drop-
ping out of school. And the pandemic's effects could erase gains the U.S. made in reducing its 
dropout rate, which fell from 9.3% in 2007 to 5.1% in 2019, according to the National Center 
for Education Statistics. Not finishing high school significantly hurts a person's earning potential, 
with dropouts bringing home an average of $150 less per week than graduates, according to U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics data.

To keep students on track, some local governments and school systems have waived certain 
testing requirements for graduation or changed grading policies so that missed assignments aren't 
as damaging. But such leniency carries the risk of watering down academic standards, said Russell 
Rumberger, a professor emeritus of education at the University of California, Santa Barbara, who 
has written about dropouts.

"If they let you pass with a D and you don't have to do very much to do it, maybe technically 
you are getting a diploma, but you are not getting the same type of diploma you may have gotten 
prior to the pandemic, when the standards were higher," he said.

A National Dropout Prevention Center report predicted a doubling or tripling of the number 
of students who were at risk of falling behind academically and not graduating.

Among them for much of this school year was Jose Solano-Hernandez, a 17-year-old senior 
at Wyandotte High School in Kansas City, Kansas. In January, when he was at his lowest point 

following the deaths of one grandparent from COVID-19 and another from cancer in the same 
week, he estimated that he had missed eight assignments in each of his classes. 

"I wouldn't make my parents proud," he recalled thinking as he struggled to learn virtually at 
night while working by day at a mechanic's shop.

Solano-Hernandez has been slowly chipping away at his backlog of work since his school 
brought back him and other struggling seniors for extra in-person help more than a month before 
the rest of the student body returned at the end of March. He said the change brought "relief" 
and he's now hopeful he'll graduate. 

Mary Stewart, the school's principal, said there was "radio silence" from hundreds of students 
in the fall. But the number who weren't accounted for shrank to about 40 by the spring after staff 
hunted down siblings and scrolled through Facebook searching for clues to their whereabouts.

"I went to a house of a young man the day before Thanksgiving and found that he had self-
isolated in his room because of a mental health issue," she said. "That is very common. Whatever 
happens in the community and in the world, we are a micro-system of that." 

The pandemic also has taken a toll on students at North Grand High School in Chicago.
Principal Emily Feltes said some of her students took on jobs to support their families and 

others fell ill. Her students returned for part-time in-person instruction in April, but she's worried 
that dropout numbers will rise. 

"We have done everything that we think that we can to try to re-engage kids — to try to help 
them. And I know that my colleagues are all working really hard too," she said. "But the reality is 
that this has been a worldwide and a national trauma."

Persuading reluctant students to return isn't easy. At Orange County Public Schools in the 
Orlando, Florida, area, substitute teacher Patrice Pullen was assigned in December to oversee 
a group of 13 seniors who fell behind during virtual learning. She said it became clear on her 
first day that her most important job would be "rebranding" the students, who had come to see 
themselves as failures. 

"You have kids — and I'm not exaggerating — they had zeros. They had not turned in anything 
since August, since school started," she said. Now, eleven are on track to graduate and the other 
two are close to being on track.

At Fairfax County Public Schools in Virginia, the 185,000-student district saw the percentage 
of middle school and high school students earning F's in at least two classes jump by 83% in the 
fall. 

The spring numbers returned to more normal levels as the district made several changes, 
including dropping the minimum number of assignments per quarter from nine to six and 
allowing teachers to accept late work on major assignments with minimal penalties, said district 
spokeswoman Lucy Caldwell. Still, she said, it is hard to say how many students disappeared or 
what will happen with dropouts.

"The pandemic was extraordinarily difficult on families — emotionally, economically, and physi-
cally," Caldwell said. 

ARMY OF FAKE FANS BOOSTS 
CHINA'S MESSAGING ON TWITTER
 By Erika Kinetz  |  The Associated Press  

China's ruling Communist Party has opened a 
new front in its long, ambitious war to shape 
global public opinion: Western social media. 

Liu Xiaoming, who recently stepped down as 
China's ambassador to the United Kingdom, is 
one of the party's most successful foot soldiers 
on this evolving online battlefield. He joined 
Twitter in October 2019, as scores of Chinese 
diplomats surged onto Twitter and Facebook, 
which are both banned in China. 

Since then, Liu has deftly elevated his pub-
lic profile, gaining a following of more than 
119,000 as he transformed himself into an 
exemplar of China's new sharp-edged "wolf war-
rior" diplomacy, a term borrowed from the title 
of a top-grossing Chinese action movie. 

"As I see it, there are so-called 'wolf warriors' 
because there are 'wolfs' in the world and you 
need warriors to fight them," Liu, who is now 
China's Special Representative on Korean Pen-
insula Affairs, tweeted in February.

His stream of posts — principled and gutsy 
ripostes to Western anti-Chinese bias to his 
fans, aggressive bombast to his detractors — 
were retweeted more than 43,000 times from 
June through February alone.

But much of the popular support Liu and 
many of his colleagues seem to enjoy on Twitter 
has, in fact, been manufactured.

A seven-month investigation by the Associ-
ated Press and the  Oxford Internet Institute, 
a department at Oxford University, found that 
China's rise on Twitter has been powered by 
an army of fake accounts that have retweeted 
Chinese diplomats and state media tens of 
thousands of times, covertly amplifying propa-
ganda that can reach hundreds of millions of 
people — often without disclosing the fact that 
the content is government-sponsored.

More than half the retweets Liu got from 
June through January came from accounts 
that Twitter has suspended for violating the 
platform's rules, which prohibit manipulation. 
Overall, more than one in ten of the retweets 
189 Chinese diplomats got in that time frame 
came from accounts that Twitter had suspend-
ed by Mar. 1. 

But Twitter's suspensions did not stop the 
pro-China amplification machine. An addi-
tional cluster of fake accounts, many of them 
impersonating U.K. citizens, continued to push 
Chinese government content, racking up over 
16,000 retweets and replies before Twitter 
kicked them off late last month and early this 
month, in response to the AP and Oxford 
Internet Institute's  investigation. 

This fiction of popularity can boost the 
status of China's messengers, creating a mirage 
of broad support. It can also distort platform 
algorithms, which are designed to boost the 
distribution of popular posts, potentially expos-
ing more genuine users to Chinese government 
propaganda. While individual fake accounts 
may not seem impactful on their own, over 
time and at scale, such networks can distort the 
information environment, deepening the reach 
and authenticity of China's messaging.

"You have a seismic, slow but large continen-
tal shift in narratives," said Timothy Graham, 
a senior lecturer at Queensland University of 
Technology who studies social networks. "Steer 
it just a little bit over time, it can have massive 
impact." 

Twitter, and others, have identified inau-
thentic pro-China networks before. But the 
AP and Oxford Internet Institute investiga-
tion shows for the first time that large-scale 
inauthentic amplification has broadly driven 
engagement across official government and 
state media accounts, adding to evidence that 
Beijing's appetite for guiding public opinion 
— covertly, if necessary — extends beyond its 
borders and beyond core strategic interests, like 

Taiwan, Hong Kong and Xinjiang.
Twitter's takedowns often came only after 

weeks or months of activity. All told, AP and 
the Oxford Internet Institute identified 26,879 
accounts that managed to retweet Chinese 
diplomats or state media nearly 200,000 times 
before getting suspended. They accounted for a 
significant share — sometimes more than half — 
of the total retweets many diplomatic accounts 
got on Twitter.

It was not possible to determine whether 
the accounts were sponsored by the Chinese 
government.

Twitter told AP that many of the accounts 
had been sanctioned for manipulation, but 
declined to offer details on what other platform 
violations may have been at play. Twitter said 
it was investigating whether the activity was a 
state-affiliated information operation.

"We will continue to investigate and action 
accounts that violate our platform manipu-
lation policy, including accounts associated 
with these networks," a Twitter spokesperson 
said in a statement. "If we have clear evidence 
of state-affiliated information operations, our 
first priority is to enforce our rules and remove 
accounts engaging in this behavior. When our 
investigations are complete, we disclose all 
accounts and content in our public archive."

China's Ministry of Foreign Affairs said that 
it does not employ trickery on social media. 
"There is no so-called misleading propaganda, 
nor exporting a model of online public opin-
ion guidance," the ministry said in a statement 
to AP. "We hope that the relevant parties will 
abandon their discriminatory attitude, take 
off their tinted glasses, and take a peaceful, 
objective, and rational approach in the spirit of 
openness and inclusiveness." 

IDEOLOGICAL BATTLEFIELD
Twitter and Facebook function as formi-

dable — and one-sided — global megaphones 
for China's ruling Communist Party, helping 
to amplify messaging broadly set by central 
authorities. 

Today, at least 270 Chinese diplomats in 126 
countries are active on Twitter and Facebook. 
Together with Chinese state media, they con-
trol 449 accounts on Twitter and Facebook, 
which posted nearly 950,000 times between 
June and February. These messages were liked 
over 350 million times and replied to and 
shared more than 27 million times, according 
to the Oxford Internet Institute and AP's analy-
sis. Three-quarters of Chinese diplomats on 
Twitter joined within the last two years.

The move onto Western social media comes 
as China wages a war for influence — both at 
home and abroad — on the internet, which 

President Xi Jinping has called "the main battle-
field" for public opinion. 

"On the battlefield of the Internet, whether 
we can withstand and win is directly related to 
our country's ideological security and politi-
cal security," he said in 2013, not long after 
taking power. In September 2019, as Chinese 
diplomats flocked to Twitter, Xi gave another 
speech, urging party cadres to strengthen their 
"fighting spirit." 

Xi has reconfigured China's internet gover-
nance, tightening controls, and bound Chinese 
media ever more tightly to the party, to ensure, 
as he said in a 2016 speech, that the media 
loves, protects and serves the party. 

That intimacy was formalized in 2018, when 
the party consolidated administrative control 
of major print, radio, film and television out-
lets under an entity it manages, the Central 
Propaganda Department.

Like other nations, China has recognized 
the value of social media for amplifying its 
messaging and reinforcing its hold on power. 
But unfettered access to Western social media 
has given Beijing a unilateral advantage in the 
global fight for influence. 

Twitter and Facebook are blocked within 
China, and Beijing controls the conversa-
tion on domestic alternatives like WeChat 
and Weibo, effectively cutting off unmediated 
access to the Chinese public. 

"It's creating a significant challenge for West-
ern democracies. We don't have the same 
capacity to influence international audiences 
given that China has walled off its internet," 
said Jacob Wallis, a senior analyst at the Aus-
tralian Strategic Policy Institute's International 
Cyber Policy Centre. "That creates a significant 
asymmetric advantage."

Despite the high levels of Chinese govern-
ment activity, Twitter and Facebook have failed 
to label state content consistently. In an effort 
to provide users with more context, Twitter 
last year began labelling accounts belonging to 
"key government officials" and state-affiliated 
media. But Twitter had labeled just 14% of 
Chinese diplomatic accounts on the platform, 
as of March 1, failing even to flag dozens of 
verified profiles. 

Twitter said that in keeping with its policy of 
labelling senior officials and institutions that 
speak for a country abroad, not all diplomatic 
accounts will be flagged. It offered no further 
details on how those decisions are made and 
declined to provide a list of Chinese accounts 
that have been labeled.

Facebook also began putting transparency 
labels on state-controlled media accounts last 
year. But disclosure is especially weak in lan-

guages other than English, despite the fact that 
Chinese state content has strong distribution 
in Spanish, French, and Arabic, among other 
languages. 

Facebook had labeled two-thirds of a sample 
of 95 Chinese state media accounts in English, 
as of Mar. 1, but less than a quarter of accounts 
in other languages. Unlike Twitter, Facebook 
does not flag diplomatic accounts, the major-
ity of which are official embassy and consulate 
accounts.
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