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Leandra Coronado poses
with her diploma during
the Weslaco ISD Career
& College Development
Center graduation
ceremony at Weslaco East
High School. (Photo courtesy
Weslaco ISD)
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nthony Germain was 17 when he dropped out of high
school.

“I wanted to earn the trust of others,” he said. “I knew I
needed to do some work internally and externally. Education was
part of that process”

The path back was not a straight line. Years passed. Personal
struggles, legal troubles and a growing sense that too much time
had slipped away all pulled Germain further from the classroom.
Without a diploma, opportunities for stable employment and career
growth became harder to grasp, with the path ahead always in sight
but just beyond reach.

Then came a phone call that changed everything.

Weslaco ISD’s Career & College Development Center reached out to
his mother with an opportunity for Germain to return to school and
finish what he started. The district had just launched a new dropout
recovery program in partnership with Region One Education
Service Center. Established in the 2023-24 school year, the Region
One Dropout Recovery Initiative serves adults ages 18-26 who have
not completed high school — partnering with Edcouch-Elsa, Pharr-
San Juan-Alamo (PSJA) and Weslaco ISDs to help students return to
education.



“This work is about
more than just
helping students

earn a diploma,” said
Dr. Daniel P. King,
executive director of
Region One ESC. “It
is about changing the
trajectory of a person’s
life and, by extension, their family and their
community””

The foundation for this work was laid in
2007, when King, then superintendent

of PSJA ISD, launched the first dropout
recovery program of its kind. By reengaging
former students and integrating college
and career pathways into the high school
completion process, the model quickly
gained national attention. It has since been
replicated across the state and country,
serving as a blueprint for how school
systems can re-imagine education.

King said the initiative reflects the service
center’s broader goals to close opportunity
gaps by meeting people where they are at.

“We know that some students step away
from education because of circumstances
beyond their control,” he said. “Others may
have made poor decisions. If we do not
create opportunities for them, we risk losing
their potential entirely. These programs

are about offering a second chance. When
we work together as a community, real
transformation is possible.”

That belief in second chances now drives

a comprehensive support system. In April
2025, the Hidalgo County Community
Service Agency awarded more than $47,000
in direct assistance to students enrolled in
the dropout recovery programs. The funds
covered school supplies, graduation regalia
and over $20,000 in utility assistance,
crucial relief for students managing
households while attending school.

“Our partnerships allow us to remove
long-standing barriers and show these
students that we believe in them,” King said.
“This initiative supports students beyond
academics, addressing real-life challenges
and creating pathways for sustainable
success and generational transformation.”

Region One also helps students prepare
for what comes next. With support from
a $450,000 Trellis Foundation grant,

the initiative added a dedicated college
transition specialist who guides students

A Weslaco ISD Career & College Development Center graduate Anthony Germain and
Dr. Daniel P. King during a campus tour on January 30, 2025.

through financial aid, academic planning
and enrollment. Through workshops,
internships and stipends, students explore
careers in high-demand fields such as
welding, patient care, manufacturing,
electrician training and IT.

At the student level, Amanda Aguayo,
Region One’s Wraparound Services
coordinator, provides the emotional and
social support essential to students’ success.

“It takes a lot of courage to come back to
school,” Aguayo said. “Many students come
in not wanting to talk to one another and
they are apprehensive about building new
relationships. But once they realize they’re
going through similar things, they begin to
support each other”

Germain said he experienced that shift
firsthand.

“Some of my classmates are not too social,
so they look to me for somebody who

can talk, not just for themselves but the
entire group,” he said. “If I am going to be
that person, I must be held accountable. I
represent my classmates and all the kids like
me who are in school”

Aguayo leads weekly group sessions that
blend emotional support, self-care and
team-building through games and open
discussions.

“In these group sessions, we had the time
to build relationships,” she said. “We did
a lot of work on connecting with one
another and being respectful of each
other’s space”

Aguayo also trained educators, many of
whom came from traditional secondary
settings, in trauma-informed care and
flexible instructional strategies.

“These students need the instruction to be
changed for them — and that’s OK,” she
said. “We can do that because of the small
scale and flexible pace of courses.”

The Region One coordinator said that
wraparound support must come from all
levels, not just educators.

“We even helped campus secretaries
support students,” Aguayo said. “They
are the first people students see in the
morning. It makes a huge difference for
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students to feel welcome as soon as they
walk in the door. That kind of consistency
changes school culture”

At each of the three participating campuses,
students can enroll for free, regardless

of where they reside. The programs offer
flexible schedules, personalized academic
support and career-connected learning that
gives students something to work toward
beyond a diploma.

This May, the Edcouch-Elsa and Weslaco
ISD programs celebrated their first
graduating class, with over 60 students
earning their high school diplomas. Since
reopening its campus in fall 2024, PSJA
ISD’s dropout recovery high school has
graduated 180 students, with more expected
to graduate in August.

“We need to understand that not everyone
has a picture-perfect life,” Aguayo said.
“Students go through detrimental life events
that affect their future. Not everyone will
graduate on time or follow the same path.
Programs like these give students a second
chance”

Deep in reflection, she said she encourages
educators to consider what it truly means

A Edcouch-Elsa ISD College Career
Center graduate Jacqueline Ortiz
Aguilar poses with her diploma. She
was accepted to the University of
Texas Rio Grande Valley and will
pursue a career in nursing.

to support students who have lost trust in
education.

“This is large-scale work,” Aguayo said. “It
involves trauma-informed care, compassion
and awareness of the resources students will
need. It takes buy-in from educators, staff
and leaders at every level”

That level of support made all the difference
for students like Germain.

“I didn’t have a plan when I came back to
school,” he said. “All I knew was I didn’t
want to be where I was. When the time is
right, I hope others have the strength to
listen to what they hear in their heart. Don't
fear the opinion of others. Just start”

Germain earned his high school diploma
in May. This August, he will graduate from
South Texas College as a certified Microsoft
Office Specialist. His goal is to become an
accountant.

Additional districts have already committed
to opening similar dropout recovery high
schools in fall 2025, including San Benito
CISD and United ISD in Laredo.

AVERY ARIZOLA is communication specialist
for Region One ESC.

“This is large-scale
work. It involves
trauma-informed
care, compassion
and awareness

of the resources
students will need.
It takes buy-in from
educators, staff and
leaders at every
level.”

A Giovanni Ariza walks the stage during the Weslaco ISD Career & College Development
Center graduation ceremony at Weslaco East High School.
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