HOW THE ESEA COULD HELP END THE GRADUATION
RATE CRISIS
Only very recently, such as in the 2008 NCLB regulations, in the priorities of
Race to the Top grant awards, and in the President’s stated priorities for reauthorizing
and increasing the budget for the ESEA,1 has improving high school graduation rates
for poor and minority students gained traction as a central goal. Moving forward, the
ESEA must drop the near exclusive focus on test-score accountability at the school and
district level2, which can create perverse incentives for schools to encourage low
scorers to drop out. Instead, equal emphasis must be placed on graduation rate
accountability, with disaggregation for students of color and other subgroups, along
with much stronger support for a variety of other helpful policies at the secondary level
to ensure every child can graduate, college and career-ready.
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 students, and students with
disabilities.3 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 4 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.5
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.6 The negative impact of minority isolation on
graduation rates remains--even after holding constant the effects of a variety of other
school performance indicators. 7
School policies and practices contribute to low graduation rates. Many schoolcontrolled factors influence graduation rates significantly.8 For example, changes in
school structure, policies, and practices have increased the proportion of diplomas earned
and reduced dropout rates substantially.9 Likewise, large impersonal schools with few
resources for remedial support, harsh discipline codes, and frequent suspensions and
expulsions increase significantly the odds that struggling students will never graduate.10
There are both educational and out-of-school causes for dropouts, and schools need
resources to deal with them, along with greater collaboration with other agencies.
Economists report that boosting graduation rates would produce tremendous
dividends, more productive communities, and lower social costs, and would
especially benefit poor and minority families:11 Non-graduates, who lose hundreds of
thousands of dollars of lifetime earnings, are more likely to be unhealthy, unemployed or
on welfare, and are far more likely to be incarcerated. 12
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Improving secondary education is the best antidote to juvenile delinquency: 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.13 The economists
calculated that each additional high school graduate yielded an average of $26,500 in
lifetime cost savings to the public.14The Youth Promise Act, a well-supported Bill in the
House and Senate, contains important investments that could improve school completion
and reduce delinquency.
The potential of the ESEA to spur real growth in graduation rates has not been
realized. In recent years, public awareness of the crisis in graduation rates has gained
prominence in education reform discussions. Between 1995 and 2005 many large districts
have somewhat improved their graduation rates.15 However, 19 of the 50 largest urban
districts witnessed an increase in dropouts during the same period.16
The ESEA should target supports for high schools with low graduation rates as well
as the middle schools that feed into them. Researchers have noted that many indicators
of future dropping out occur in middle school and include failing a core academic course,
being retained at grade, or being suspended.17 Efforts to improve high school outcomes
should include supports for middle schools so that they can intervene or modify policies
when high percentages of students display these early warning indicators of dropping out.
The requirements for accurate public reporting of “four year” graduation rates
must be strengthened in the ESEA.18 The longitudinal data work funded by the Race to
the TOP should help to report more accurate graduation rates.19 Even states that use
longitudinal data systems, however, can artificially inflate graduation rates if their
policies for counting and tracking students are not strict and transparent.20 District report
cards should include accurate graduation rate data disaggregated by gender and migrant
status as well as the subgroups used for accountability purposes.21 Further, annual
reporting of a 4 year graduation rate for all subgroups is critical to ensure the integrity of
graduation rate analysis across districts and over time, and should be codified in the
statute, with enforcement provisions to ensure the reporting requirements are met.
In addition to 4 year graduation rates, high schools should be required to report on
the number of 1st time 9th graders as distinguished from students repeating that
grade. It is well established that repeating a grade is one of the leading indicators of
dropping out. All high schools should be required to publicly and annually report the
number of 1st time 9th graders as well as the number of students repeating grade 9,
disaggregated by subgroups.22 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.23
The 2008 regulations requiring sub-group accountability for graduation rates are
too weak.24 The regulations that maintained the practice of allowing states to set their
own goals and benchmarks have a track record of lax accountability.25 One 50 state
survey, completed in 2004, found that the graduation rate accountability goal in most
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states was nothing more than “any improvement.”26 Therefore, if, as the President has
suggested, ESEA is to pursue graduating every student college and career-ready, this is
one area where more prescriptive standards and benchmarks are sorely needed. Further,
while a more reasonable and compensatory system should replace AYP, the new system
should not neglect the need to improve the rates of the subgroups whose dismal
graduation rates were ignored by the AYP system until the 2008 regulations.
Benchmarks for improvement in graduation rates should be based on research on
what kind of yearly gains are achievable. Accountability should be contingent on
school systems receiving funds for technical assistance and implementing research-based
interventions. Many systems are in deep fiscal crises now, and launching anything new
without funds is exceedingly difficult. Moreover, research indicates that school reform
measures can take more than one or two years to generate substantial improvement in
outcomes. As accountability for improving graduation rates is added, significantly more
accountability credit should be provided to high schools that improve these rates by at
least 2 percentage points per year. However, given the non-linear nature of school
improvement, schools and districts should be allowed to demonstrate such gains as
averaged over several years.27
Accountability measures should reward schools for ensuring that students who need
more time, including previous dropouts and court-involved youth, all earn
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 fouryear cohort). An effective system will provide incentives for schools and districts to
support for those who need more time. 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 very special populations they serve.
High school policy 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.28 While more reasonable standards, incentives and rewards should spur better
outcomes, in some cases closing or restructuring a failing school because of persistently
low graduation rates will be necessary. Where failing schools were racially or socioeconomically isolated, 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.29
The ESEA should support the development and expansion of a variety of effective
interventions. Decades of research on early childhood and basic skills training has paid
dividends. Parallel work on ways to help students graduate is badly needed and has not
been adequately funded.
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