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THE ESEA, ENDING THE GRADUATION RATE CRISIS 

AND THE USE OF EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS 

 
             Only very recently has improving high school graduation rates for poor and 

minority students gained traction as a central goal. Moving forward, the ESEA should 

emphasize graduation rate accountability for high schools, including subgroup 

accountability. Further, the ESEA should not treat struggling schools as independent 

entities. For every dropout factory, the ESEA should require a review of early warning 

signs in the factory-feeding middle schools. These indicators should include 

extraordinarily high rates of disciplinary exclusion and grade retention, and other 

known predictors of future school failure. 

 

The failure of high poverty schools to graduate Hispanics, Native Americans and 

African-Americans is acute. The percentages of students who fail to graduate are most 
severe among the economically disadvantaged, LEP, and students with disabilities.1 
Minority students are statistically overrepresented in each of these groups. When 
graduation rate data are disaggregated by race and ethnicity, Blacks, Native Americans 
and Hispanics fare the worst with national rates hovering between 50 and 60 percent. 2  
The 2009 report “Cities in Crisis,” covering the nation’s 50 largest metropolitan areas, 
showed an average graduation rate of 52.8 percent for the principal districts serving these 
cities, with 10 principal districts having rates of 45 percent or lower.3  
 
Racially and socio-economically isolated schools and districts tend to have the lowest 

graduation rates. The majority of “dropout factory” schools with exceedingly low 
graduation rates serve minority students in urban and rural high-poverty school districts, 
often in racially isolated schools.4 The negative impact of minority isolation on 
graduation rates remains--even after holding constant the effects of a variety of other 
school performance indicators. 5  
 

School policies and practices contribute to low graduation rates. Many school-
controlled factors influence graduation rates significantly.6 For example, impersonal 
schools with few resources for remedial support that do not coordinate with community 
health and social service agencies, and instead frequently resort to suspensions and 
expulsions, increase significantly the odds that struggling students will never graduate.7   
 

Improving graduation rates is an economically rewarding antidote to juvenile 

delinquency. Economists report that boosting graduation rates would produce 
tremendous dividends, more productive communities, and lower social costs.8 One study 
predicts that increasing high school graduation rates would decrease violent crime by 20 
percent and drug and property crimes by more than 10 percent.9 The economists also 
calculated that each additional high school graduate yielded an average of $26,500 in 
lifetime crime-related cost savings to the public.10 
 

The requirements for accurate public reporting of “four-year” graduation rates 

must be strengthened in the ESEA.
11

  Most states have developed longitudinal data 
systems and the capacity to accurately report graduation rates.12 Even states that use 
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longitudinal data, however, can artificially inflate graduation rates if their policies for 
counting and tracking students are not strict and transparent.13 District report cards should 
include accurate graduation rate data disaggregated by gender with race, ethnicity, 
disability, SES and EL status. The Every Student Counts Act’s annual reporting of a 4-
year graduation rate for all subgroups contains the critical changes needed to ensure the 
integrity of graduation rate analysis across districts and over time. 
 

In addition to 4-year graduation rates, the ESEA should require high schools to 

publicly report the number of 1
st
 time 9

th
 graders, based on an October enrollment 

date.  High schools should also be required to report the percentage of students repeating 
grade 9, disaggregated by subgroups.14 This data will help flag struggling high schools 
based on one year’s worth of data, and will be especially important for use by states and 
districts that have not yet developed a reliable method for tracking graduation rates using 
longitudinal individual student identifiers.15 Further, states should not create an 
enrollment baseline for calculating the “on time” 4-year graduation rates any later than 
October. Otherwise, large numbers of students who drop out of school during the first 
semester of their freshman year will go uncounted, artificially inflating a school’s 4-year 
rate. 
 

The ESEA’s accountability measures should reward schools for ensuring that 

students who need more time, including previous dropouts and court-involved 

youth, earn real diplomas. The new accountability incentives should be aligned to keep 
students in school and also to reach out to those who have dropped out (and won’t 
graduate with their four-year cohort). An effective system will provide incentives for 
schools and districts to support those who need more time to earn diplomas without being 
relegated to a GED program or low-tracked for an alternative certificate. Schools that are 
not designed on a traditional model and seek to help youth who have dropped out once 
already, or have been incarcerated, should be evaluated in light of the special populations 
they serve. 
 

ESEA high school interventions should foster more diverse educational 

environments. When students from racially isolated schools have had an opportunity to 
attend more diverse schools, they tend to have higher graduation rates and are more likely 
to go on to college.16 Where dropout factories are racially or socio-economically isolated, 
the ESEA provisions should provide incentives to ensure that transfers or other school 
choice opportunities enable students to attend “high performing” and more diverse high 
schools.17 For this reason, the ESEA should also promote diversity by employing magnet 
high schools as one of the possible “turn-around” interventions. 
 

The ESEA should target supports for failing high schools along with the middle 

schools that feed into them. Approximately 33 percent of students dropout before they 
enter grade 10.18 The predominance of 9th grade dropouts indicates that many entered 
high school without adequate preparation. Researchers have identified several middle 
school predictors such as failing a core academic course, being retained a grade, or being 
suspended.19 Therefore, efforts to improve high school outcomes should include supports 
for middle schools with high percentages of students that are predicted to drop out.20 
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Sky-high urban middle school suspension rates may be contributing to higher 

dropout rates and court involvement. The nationally known organization of law 
enforcement agents, Fight Crime, Invest in Kids, has criticized the reliance on out-of-
school discipline for increasing the risk of juvenile crime and called for greater supports 
for firm but effective alternatives.21  New data on middle school suspension rates shows 
risks are especially high for Black urban middle school students whose suspension rates 
nationally average over 28 percent!22 For example, according to 2006 OCR data, 
approximately half of all Black middle school males in Milwaukee, Des Moines and 
Palm Beach County were suspended at least one time during the year.23 Furthermore, 
across the sample of 18 large urban districts in the same 2006 study, a total of 175 middle 
schools were found to have suspended over one third their Black male students. For white 
males in the same districts, the report found that 53 middle schools exceeded this high 
rate of exclusion. Where ESEA seeks to improve the lowest performing schools, the law 
must attend to counter-productive school disciplinary policies and practices that often 
characterize low performing high schools and middle schools.  
 
There are schools and districts that achieve better test scores and graduation 

rates while suspending fewer students. Perhaps the best recent example is that 
of Baltimore City, Maryland where suspensions were cut by tens of thousands and 
graduation rates have risen.24 There, Superintendent Alonso reversed the culture 
of frequent disciplinary exclusion, which he opposed, and replaced it with one of 
firm yet fair discipline policy aimed at keeping kids in school. Sources credit the 
reduction to increases in mediation, counseling and parent conferences.25 
Elsewhere, such as the state of Indiana, research suggests that after controlling for 
many factors including poverty, principals who enforced clear rules with a sense 
of fairness, and resorted to suspension only as a last resort, had higher average 
student achievement than those who emphasized the need to punish misbehaving 
students with exclusion to maintain order.26

 

 
The ESEA should promote effective ways to improve student behavior that do not 

require students to be kicked out of school. The ESEA should expand support for the 
well-documented investments in school-wide positive behavioral systems.27 Research 
also suggests that more support for professional development of teachers in classroom 
and behavioral management would benefit students.28 
 
ESEA reporting requirements should ensure that the public knows which schools 

regularly suspend large numbers of students.  When school performance is reviewed, 
parents should have access to the rates of disciplinary exclusion on equal footing with 
information about test scores and graduation rates. Currently, the IDEA requires annual 
public reporting of discipline rates for students with disabilities.29 When the ESEA is 
reauthorized, states should similarly be required to include discipline data in annual 
reports, with additional information on district and school rates (while fully respecting 
limits on privacy).  
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