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Preface

The Committee on Educational Excellence and Testing Equity
(CEETE) was formed in 1999 to monitor the effects of standards-
based reform on students already at risk for academic failure be-

cause of such factors as poverty, lack of proficiency in English, disability, or
membership in population subgroups that have been educationally disad-
vantaged.  The committee operates under the aegis of the Board on Testing
and Assessment. As a standing committee, CEETE is charged with provid-
ing ongoing attention to the specific ways in which educational testing can
affect disadvantaged students.  CEETE considers focused, topical issues
and  produces brief syntheses  of research, with particular attention to the
needs of policy makers at the local, state, and federal levels.  By setting both
research findings and policy questions in context and, when appropriate,
making recommendations, CEETE hopes to serve as a resource for those
who must make difficult decisions about students’ lives in a fast-paced
policy context.

CEETE’s first report addressed the challenges of testing English-lan-
guage learners in ways that are both valid and fair (National Research Coun-
cil, 2000).  In the current report, the committee addresses research and
policy questions about students who drop out of school and the role testing
may play in their decisions about their schooling. The students about whom
the committee is concerned are, for a variety of reasons, more likely than
others to drop out of school and have been so for decades.  Increasing rates
of school completion—and decreasing the gaps in the rates for different

ix
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x PREFACE

groups—are among the goals for education reform, and tests are playing an
increasingly significant role in these reform efforts across the country.  As
more states turn to testing as a means of determining which students will
graduate from their systems, the committee was concerned about the po-
tential effects of tests on the rates at which students drop out of school.

A central component of CEETE’s charge is to follow up on the 1999
report of the National Research Council’s Committee on Appropriate Test
Use, High Stakes: Testing for Tracking, Promotion, and Graduation.  That
book offers a number of important findings and recommendations regard-
ing testing, dropouts, and related issues, and this report offers the results of
CEETE’s further exploration of the issues related to dropouts.

In exploring the available evidence and planning a workshop on the
topic, which was held in July 2000, the committee soon found that under-
standing why students drop out of school, understanding the statistical
patterns that characterize school attendance and school leaving—and even
obtaining a clear sense of how many students drop out and precisely what it
means to drop out of school—were far from straightforward tasks.  The
committee realized that its task would require not only reviewing available
data that might link school completion patterns to exit examination poli-
cies, but also setting that discussion in the context of the history of second-
ary schooling in the United States, exploring the complexities of collecting
data about student behavior, and considering research on other aspects of
the issue. The report that has resulted from these efforts has three goals:  to
set current policy discussions in the context of research on dropouts, to
offer the committee’s synthesis of key research findings, and to offer the
committee’s recommendations about the ways in which dropout behavior
is monitored.

The committee commissioned five papers for presentation at the work-
shop.  This report relies heavily on the work of their authors:  John Bishop,
Ferran Mane, and Michael Bishop; Sherman Dorn; Mark Dynarski; Phillip
Kaufman; Russell Rumberger; and Richard Valencia.  Several other experts
made valuable contributions as well:  Anne Smisko and Robert Meyer made
presentations at the workshop, and three scholars with significant relevant
expertise, Robert Hauser, David Grissmer, and Aaron Pallas, provided syn-
theses that were very helpful to the committee’s thinking.  The committee
is indebted to these individuals and to the other workshop participants,
who provided a very stimulating exchange of ideas at the workshop.

We also take special note of the efforts of several committee members
who took particular responsibility for developing this report—Jay Heubert,
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Hank Levin, and John Tobin— and of study director Alix Beatty’s work in
organizing the workshop and drafting this report.  Andrew Tompkins’ able
assistance with both is gratefully acknowledged as well.

This report has been reviewed in draft form by individuals chosen for
their diverse perspectives and technical expertise, in accordance with proce-
dures approved by the Report Review Committee of the National Research
Council (NRC).  The purpose of this independent review is to provide
candid and critical comments that will assist the institution in making the
published report as sound as possible and to ensure that the report meets
institutional standards for objectivity, evidence, and responsiveness to the
study charge.  The review comments and draft manuscript remain confi-
dential to protect the integrity of the deliberative process.

We thank the following individuals for their participation in the
review of this report:  Susan A. Agruso, Charlotte-Mecklenburg School
District, North Carolina; Christopher T. Cross, Council for Basic Educa-
tion; James Karon, Rhode Island Department of Education; Lorraine
McDonnell, University of California, Santa Barbara; Bob Rossi, iBuild-
Community.com, Los Altos, California; Fritz Scheuren, Urban Institute;
Ewart A. C. Thomas, Stanford University.

Although the reviewers listed above have provided many constructive
comments and suggestions, they were not asked to endorse the conclusions
or recommendations nor did they see the final draft of the report before its
release.  The review of this report was overseen by John C. Bailar, Univer-
sity of Chicago.  Appointed by the National Research Council, he was
responsible for making certain that an independent examination of this
report was carried out in accordance with institutional procedures and that
all review comments were carefully considered.  Responsibility for the final
content of this report rests entirely with the authoring panel and the insti-
tution.

Ulric Neisser and William Trent, Cochairs
Committee on Educational Excellence and Testing Equity
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1

Executive Summary

The role played by testing in the nation’s public school system has
been increasing steadily—and growing more complicated—for
more than 20 years.  The Committee on Educational Excellence

and Testing Equity (CEETE) was formed to monitor the effects of educa-
tion reform, particularly testing, on students at risk for academic failure
because of poverty, lack of proficiency in English, disability, or membership
in population subgroups that have been educationally disadvantaged.  The
committee recognizes the important potential benefits of standards-based
reforms and of test results in revealing the impact of reform efforts on these
students.  We also recognize the valuable role graduation tests can poten-
tially play in making requirements concrete, in increasing the value of a
diploma, and in motivating students and educators alike to work to higher
standards.  At the same time, we note that educational testing is a compli-
cated endeavor, that reality can fall far short of the model, and that testing
cannot by itself provide the desired benefits.  If testing is improperly used,
it can have negative effects, such as encouraging school leaving, that can hit
disadvantaged students hardest.  The committee was concerned that the
recent proliferation of high school exit examinations could have the unin-
tended effect of increasing dropout rates among students whose rates are
already far higher than the average, and has taken a close look at what is
known about influences on dropout behavior and at the available data on
dropouts and school completion.
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2 UNDERSTANDING DROPOUTS

CONTEXT

A key to understanding dropout behavior, the factors that may influ-
ence it, and also the difficulties facing those who try to measure it, is recog-
nizing that dropping out of school is a process rather than an isolated event.
Attributes of schooling, individual personality traits, home environment,
and the economic context in which students live all influence their progress
through school.  Isolating a single cause for this process is thus nearly im-
possible.  However, the factors most associated with dropping out suggest
strategies to encourage students at risk to stay in school.

Research supports common sense in showing that dropping out is a
major life event to which a host of influences contribute in the course of a
young person’s life.  The significance of dropping out has also shifted over
time.  During the nineteenth century and the early decades of the twenti-
eth century, a young person who failed to complete 12 years of schooling
by the age of 18 or 19 was hardly unusual, and the existence of many such
young people was not identified as a social problem.  Since roughly the
middle of the twentieth century, however, teenagers have been expected to
stay in school until graduation, and the employment prospects for those
who do not have dimmed.

At the same time, avenues for young people have proliferated.  Stu-
dents who opt out or are pushed out (by school discipline policies or other
school actions) of traditional high schools can attend alternative programs
or take the General Educational Development (GED) Test instead of gradu-
ating—although these alternatives are often not equivalent to a standard
high-school diploma in terms of a student’s future opportunities for educa-
tion and employment.  Students drop in or out of school or may return to
school or take the GED years after their expected graduation dates.  More-
over, in a society characterized by both high rates of immigration and high
rates of internal mobility, students frequently move among schools, dis-
tricts, and states.

DATA NEEDS

Those circumstances make it particularly difficult for both researchers
and school systems to define and count dropouts.  As a consequence, a
variety of means for doing so have been devised for different purposes.
Results, even for the same jurisdiction, can seem to be in conflict when
different means of counting are used, and observers can be left either misin-
formed or confused about the scope and nature of the problem.  Research-
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 3

ers have developed a number of definitions of dropouts and a number of
ways of collecting information about them.  These definitions and methods
are not widely understood.  Debates about the effects of testing and other
reforms have been significantly complicated by the lack of clarity in drop-
out statistics.  Moreover, data on several important aspects of school
completion are not currently collected.  The committee has considered this
situation and offers five recommendations regarding data collection.  The
committee recognizes that the burden of data collection for states and dis-
tricts is already considerable, but we conclude that there is no substitute for
reliable information about these important issues.

While the consequences of dropping out of school have been well es-
tablished, as have the ways in which earning a GED credential in lieu of a
traditional diploma may affect later outcomes, the nature and implications
of other alternatives to graduation have not.  In view of the significant
numbers of students who currently pursue these alternatives, it is impor-
tant to understand what these alternatives involve.

Recommendation 1:  The committee recommends to states and dis-
tricts and to both researchers and funders of research that priority be placed
on collecting key data that are disaggregated to allow monitoring of such
populations as different minority groups, English-language learners, and
students with disabilities.  These data should cover:

• which students, and how many students, are receiving credentials,
including GED certification, that are different from the generally prevail-
ing standards for high-school graduation;

• the nature of the academic requirements that lead to such creden-
tials, and the extent to which those requirements are different from the
generally prevailing standards for high school graduation;

• the processes by which students are directed to or choose to pursue
such alternate credentials; and

• the later educational and employment outcomes for the students
who receive these credentials.

Studies show that although GED certification can be beneficial for
many students, it has less value than a standard diploma as a tool for pursu-
ing both education and employment.  It is important that policy makers,
educators, parents, and students be aware of the distinctions among avail-
able credentials.
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4 UNDERSTANDING DROPOUTS

Recommendation 2:  The committee recommends that officials at the
school, district, and state levels disaggregate the data they already collect on
school completers by the type of certificate awarded, including those
awarded for passing the GED, and should make clear what knowledge and
skills are represented by each credential.  States, schools, and districts should
also distinguish between GED holders and high school graduates in report-
ing data on school completion.  These data should be disaggregated to
allow monitoring of such populations as different minority groups, En-
glish-language learners, and students with disabilities.

The committee concludes that current means of collecting district-,
state-, and national-level data on students’ progress through school and
into the workforce, while valuable, are insufficient to inform policy makers
and the public.

Recommendation 3:  The committee recommends that policy mak-
ers, researchers, and funders of research consider the urgent need for the
following kinds of additional data (disaggregated to allow monitoring of
such populations as different minority groups, English-language learners,
and students with disabilities):

• data that allow valid comparisons across states and, possibly, across
smaller jurisdictions;

• longitudinal data that allow tracking of a greater diversity of stu-
dent pathways, such as participation in alternatives to traditional secondary
schooling and the earning of alternatives to the traditional diploma;

• data that allow separate reporting on the progress of students who
take the GED or follow other alternate pathways, both while they are in
school and after they leave school, whether they are employed, unemployed,
or participating in postsecondary education;

• data that allow improved tracking of students at risk for dropping
out because of factors that may be apparent in elementary and middle
school, such as temporary dropping out in early grades, absenteeism, reten-
tion in grade, and the like.  Such data could assist jurisdictions in identify-
ing populations of students in need of intervention and in evaluating the
success of their efforts to intervene.  Such data could also be used to im-
prove public understanding of school completion and the demands on
school systems.
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Part of the difficulty with currently available data is that they are col-
lected by a variety of entities for a variety of purposes at the state, district,
and school levels, as well as at the federal level.  The adoption of a single
measure that would allow comparisons across jurisdictions would address
some of the difficulties in the current policy discussion, but it would have
negative consequences as well.  The various measures exist because of the
complexities of what needs to be measured, and each provides valuable
information.  CEETE concludes that more, not less, information about
dropout behavior is needed, but believes that greater clarity and coordina-
tion is needed as well.

Recommendation 4:  The committee recommends that the U.S. De-
partment of Education provide leadership and oversight in efforts to coor-
dinate data collection and establish long-term objectives for collecting what
is needed.  Data available from the U.S. Department of Labor should be
considered as part of this effort.

In considering the need for additional data about school completion, it
is important to note one population of students who have not traditionally
been classed among dropouts:  students who complete the requirements for
twelfth grade but are unable to pass a test that is required for a diploma.
More detailed information about how many students are in this category in
each of the states that rely on exit examinations is needed.  Improved un-
derstanding of the possible differences between these students and students
who drop out of school before the end of twelfth grade, and about the
effects of failing the exam on these students’ future education and employ-
ment will be an important part of understanding the effects of exit exams.

Recommendation 5:  The committee recommends that jurisdictions
that administer exit exams collect detailed data on students who complete
the twelfth grade but fail exit exams and so do not graduate (disaggregated
to allow monitoring of such populations as different minority groups, En-
glish-language learners, and students with disabilities).

FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DROPPING OUT

Though proof of causation is elusive, much is known about the factors
most closely associated with dropping out:
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6 UNDERSTANDING DROPOUTS

• A number of school-related factors, such as high concentrations of
low-achieving students and less-qualified teachers, for example, are associ-
ated with higher dropout rates.  Other factors, such as small school settings
and individualized attention to students, are associated with lower dropout
rates.

• Many aspects of home life and socioeconomic status are associated
with dropout behavior.

• Typically, contributing factors interact in a gradual process of disen-
gagement from school over many years.

Ongoing patterns of absenteeism, poor grades, and poor achievement
on tests even early in elementary school are linked to dropping out later on.
Retention in grade is clearly associated with subsequent decisions to drop
out of school.  Other characteristics of schooling, such as the composition
of the school and its climate, practices, and resources may affect dropout
behavior as well.  Many of these factors suggest that dropout prevention
programs targeted at high school or even middle school students hold less
promise for helping students than do earlier interventions.  Thus, early
intervention for students who show signs of academic difficulty or disen-
gagement from school is very important.

A number of factors outside of school have also been associated with
an increased likelihood of dropping out, and the evidence suggests that
these factors can interact to increase the risk.  Hispanic students are the
most likely to drop out, and African American students are more likely to
than whites.  Students whose families’ incomes are in the lowest 20 percent
of the population are far more likely to drop out than are nonpoor stu-
dents.  An increased risk of academic difficulty and dropping out is also
evident for students who live in single-parent families, those from large
families, and those who become parents themselves.

Conclusion:  The committee concludes that identifying students with
risk factors early in their careers (preschool through elementary school) and
providing them with ongoing support, remediation, and counseling are
likely to be the most promising means of encouraging them to stay in
school.  Using individual risk factors to identify likely dropouts with whom
to intervene, particularly among students at the ninth-grade level and be-
yond, is difficult.  Evidence about interventions done at this stage suggests
that their effectiveness is limited.
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THE ROLE OF TESTING

Distinctions among different kinds of tests are key to understanding
the effects they may have on students.  The effects of more rigorous, con-
tent-based tests may be very different from the effects of basic-skills tests.
The way in which testing programs are aligned with curricular require-
ments and standards, as well as other aspects of the educational system, are
also central for understanding their role and effects.  To be truly informa-
tive, evaluations of the impact of exit tests should clearly distinguish among
different kinds of tests and those used for different purposes.

At this early stage in the progress of many state reforms there is insuffi-
cient evidence to determine conclusively what effect, if any, exit examina-
tions have on dropout rates.  Indeed, the likelihood is that the effects of
these tests will vary significantly, depending on how they are constructed
and implemented and on how their results are used.  However, there is
reason to believe that high-stakes testing at any level may sometimes be
used in ways that have unintended harmful effects on students at particular
risk for academic failure because of poverty, lack of proficiency in English,
disability, and membership in population subgroups that have been educa-
tionally disadvantaged.  Although the precise relationship between gradua-
tion testing and dropping out of school is still in dispute, it is clear that
retention in grade is a very strong predictor of dropping out.

Conclusion:  Given the difficulty and cost of preventing students from
dropping out once the process of disengagement from school has begun, it
is clear that neither requiring a student to retake the grade nor promoting a
failing student is, by itself, a sufficient response to his or her academic
difficulty. The value and importance of addressing struggling students’ dif-
ficulties directly and specifically as soon as they are apparent are paramount.
Moreover, the strong association between retention in grade and dropping
out suggests that retention is usually not a beneficial intervention.
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1

Background and Context

Failure to complete high school has been recognized as a social prob-
lem in the United States for decades and, as discussed below, the
individual and social costs of dropping out are considerable.  Social

scientists, policy makers, journalists, and the public have pondered ques-
tions about why students drop out, how many drop out, what happens to
dropouts, and how young people might be kept from dropping out.  Cur-
rently, many voices are arguing about the effects of standards-based reforms
and graduation tests on students’ decisions to drop out and about which
dropout counts are correct.  A significant body of research has examined
questions about dropouts, and this section of the report provides an over-
view of current knowledge about these young people.  We begin with a
look at the history of school completion.

CHANGING EXPECTATIONS FOR STUDENTS

Expectations for the schooling of adolescents in the United States have
changed markedly in the past 100 years.  Indeed, the very notion of adoles-
cence as a phase of life distinct from both childhood and adulthood came
into common parlance only in the first decades of the twentieth century, at
roughly the same time that educators began to develop increasingly ambi-
tious goals for the schooling of students beyond the eighth grade (Educa-
tion Week, 2000:36).  At the turn of the last century, as Sherman Dorn
noted in the paper he prepared for the workshop, “fewer than one of every
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ten adolescents graduated from high school.  Today, roughly three of every
four teens can expect to earn a diploma through a regular high school pro-
gram”  (Dorn, 2000:4).

High school in the early part of the century was a growing phenom-
enon, but it was still made available primarily to middle- and upper-class
students and was generally focused on rigorous college preparatory work.
At the turn of the century, the lack of a high school diploma did not neces-
sarily deter young people from going on to successful careers in business or
politics.  As the number of students enrolled in high school grew, from
approximately 500,000 in 1900 to 2.4 million in 1920 and then to 6.5
million in 1940, notions of the purpose of postelementary schooling were
evolving.

Dorn provided the committee with an overview of trends in gradua-
tion rates over the twentieth century, noting three features of the overall
trend that stand out:1   (1)  a steady increase in graduation rates throughout
the first half of the twentieth century; (2)  a decrease around the years
during and immediately after the Second World War; (3)  a plateau begin-
ning with the cohort of students born during the 1950s.  He discussed
possible explanations for these changes in school completion rates.

One possible explanation is the influence of changes in the labor mar-
ket.  A number of developments had the effect of excluding increasing
numbers of young people from full-time employment in the early decades
of the twentieth century, including the mechanization of agriculture, in-
creases in immigration, and the passage of new child labor laws.  As teen-
agers had more difficulty finding work, increasing numbers of them stayed
enrolled in school.  The dip during the later 1940s is correspondingly ex-
plained by the fact that it was not only adult women who moved into the
workforce to replace male workers who left employment for military ser-
vice, but also teenagers of both sexes.  The postwar dip and plateau also
correlates with the growing availability of part-time employment and other
labor opportunities for teenagers, which challenged the perception that
completing school was important to financial success.

Dorn describes a pattern in which participation in successive levels of
schooling gradually increases until the pressure spills over into the next
level.  Increasing proportions of the potential student population tend to

1Dorn based his discussion of the trendlines on the Current Population Survey, census
data, and state and district administrative data sources.
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participate in schooling to a given level until saturation is reached—that is,
until virtually all are enrolled.  Expectations regarding participation in the
next level then expand, and the pattern is repeated.  In the United States,
the norm has moved from primary schooling, to the eighth-grade level, and
then to high school completion.  State laws regarding school enrollment
have moved along with these expectations.  Currently, most states require
that students stay enrolled through the age of 16.  The steady increase in
high school enrollment during the first half of the century thus reflects the
gradual development of the now widely shared conviction that all teenagers
should complete high school.  Current political discourse reflects a devel-
oping expectation that the majority of students will not just complete high
school but also participate in some form of higher education.

It was not until the 1960s that dropping out was widely considered a
social problem because it was not until midcentury that sufficient percent-
ages of young people were graduating from high school so that those who
did not could be viewed as deviating from the norm.  Dorn illustrated the
views of dropping out that were becoming current in that period with this
1965 quotation from sociologist Lucius Cervantes (quoted in Dorn,
2000:19):

It is from this hard core of dropouts that a high proportion of the gangsters,
hoodlums, drug-addicted, government-dependent prone, irresponsible and
illegitimate parents of tomorrow will be predictably recruited.

A number of scholars have argued that as enrollments have increased,
high schools’ missions have evolved.  Many jurisdictions responded to the
arrival of waves of immigrants by making it more difficult for families to
avoid enrolling their children in school, arguing that public schools were
the best vehicle for assimilating these new citizens and would-be citizens
(Education Week, 2000:4).  As the children of the lower and middle classes
entered high school, however, expectations and graduation standards were
lowered.  Thus, the postwar plateau might also be explained by the notion
that, as Dorn put it, “by the 1960s high schools really had succeeded at
becoming the prime custodians for adolescents” (Dorn, 2000:10).  If high
schools were actually providing little benefit for the students on the lower
rungs of the socioeconomic ladder, according to this reasoning, there was
little motivation for increasing the graduation rate from 70 or 80 percent to
100 percent.

Another notable trend was the general decrease in gaps between
completion rates for whites and nonwhites and other population subgroups.
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Observers have noted that this narrowing of the gap relates to the satura-
tion effect described earlier—completion rates for Hispanics and African
Americans have moved up while those for whites have remained level
(Cameron and Heckman, 1993a:5).  At the same time, however, alternative
notions of school completion have proliferated (discussed in greater detail
below).  Dorn called attention to the fact that in Florida six different types
of diplomas are available and that other states have adopted similar means
of marking differing levels of achievement.  The categories of school
completion are not fixed and apparently not of equivalent value; it may be
that many minority students who have converted statistically from drop-
outs to school completers have in fact moved to an in-between status that
needs to be better understood.  This circumstance significantly complicates
the task of statisticians and others who attempt to keep track of students’
progress through school.  It also complicates policy discussions about social
goals for young people, expectations of the education system, and possible
solutions to the problem of dropouts.

LOOKING AT DROPOUTS

A recent report from the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES) shows that five percent of all young adults who were enrolled in
grades 10-12 (519,000 of 10,464,000) dropped out of school between Oc-
tober 1998 and October 1999  (National Center for Education Statistics,
2000:iii).  That report provides a wealth of other important information,
noting, for example, that Hispanic and African American students are sig-
nificantly more likely than white students to drop out and that students
from poor families are far more likely to drop out than are students from
nonpoor families.  The report provides information on trends in dropout
rates over time and comparisons among students by age, racial and ethnic
characteristics, and the like.

The statistical information in this and other reports is valuable, but it
provides only a snapshot of the situation across the country.  General statis-
tical reports are not designed to reveal the effects of particular policies,
programs, and educational approaches on particular groups of students,
but variations in the numbers suggest possible sources of more detailed
understanding.  School completion rates reported by states and districts
show wide variation, for example, from 74.5 percent for Nevada to 92.9
percent for Maine.  The rates at which students complete school vary over
time and are different for different population subgroups, regions, and kinds
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of schools, and for students who differ in other ways.  (The school comple-
tion rate is only one of several ways of measuring dropout behavior; see
discussion below).  The reported data (from NCES) suggest that particular
factors are associated with dropping out, such as single-parent homes, teen-
age pregnancy, history of academic difficulty, and retention in grade.  Other
researchers have identified specific school factors that are associated with
dropping out, discussed below.

The rates can be calculated in different ways, which means that drop-
out or school completion rates for the same jurisdiction can look very dif-
ferent, depending on which method is used.  Indeed, there is no single
dropout measure that can be relied on for analysis; there are many rates
based on different definitions and measures, collected by different agents
for different purposes.  The NCES report, for example, opens by present-
ing two calculations of dropouts, 5 percent and 11 percent, respectively, for
slightly different groups, as well as a percentage of school completers, 85.9
percent (2000:iii).

The confusion about counting dropouts is not surprising when one
considers the challenges of counting students in different categories.  Nu-
merous decisions can drastically affect the count:  At what point in the
school year should student enrollment be counted?  Should it be done at
every grade?  How long should a student’s absence from school be to count
as dropping out?  What age ranges should be considered?  What about
private and charter schools and students who are home-schooled?  In most
school districts and states, significant numbers of students move into and
out of their jurisdictions each year, so school careers are difficult to track.
Even within a jurisdiction, many students follow irregular pathways that
are also difficult to track—they may drop out of school temporarily, per-
haps more than once, before either completing or leaving for good.  Differ-
ent jurisdictions face different statistical challenges, depending on the com-
position of their student populations.  Districts with high immigrant
populations may have large numbers of young people who arrive with little
documentation of their previous schooling, so that determining which
among them have completed school is difficult.  What students do after
dropping out is also highly variable.  Alternative educational and voca-
tional programs, which may or may not be accredited means of completing
secondary schooling requirements, have proliferated.  A significant number
of students take the General Educational Development (GED) Test every
year; many (but not all) of them receive school completion credentials from
their states.
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Tracking dropout behavior is clearly messy.  In response, statisticians
have devised a variety of ways of measuring the behavior: status dropout
rates, event dropout rates, school completion rates, and more.  Unfortu-
nately, the many measures often lead to confusion or misunderstanding
among people trying to use or understand the data.  A later section of this
report addresses in greater detail some of the reasons why measuring this
aspect of student behavior is complicated and describe what is meant by
some of the different measures that are available.  First, however, it is worth
summarizing the general picture of high school dropouts that has emerged
from accumulated research.  These general observations describe trends that
are evident regardless of the method by which dropouts are counted.

WHO DROPS OUT

The overall rate at which students drop out of school has declined
gradually in recent decades, but is currently stable.  A number of student
characteristics have been consistently correlated with dropping out over the
past few decades.2   First and most important, dropping out is significantly
more prevalent among Hispanic and African American students, among
students in poverty, among students in urban schools, among English-lan-
guage learners, and among students with disabilities than among those who
do not have these characteristics.  The characteristics of the students most
likely to drop out illustrate one of the keys to understanding the phenom-
enon:  that dropping out is a process that may begin in the early years of
elementary school, not an isolated event that occurs during the last few
years of high school.  The process has been described as one of gradual
disengagement from school.  The particular stages and influences vary
widely, but the discernible pattern is an interaction among characteristics
of the family and home environment and characteristics of a student’s expe-
rience in school.

Family and Home Characteristics

Income  In general, students at low income levels are more likely to
drop out of school than are those at higher levels.  NCES reports that in

2Data in this section are taken from National Center for Education Statistics (1996,
2000), which are based on the Current Population Survey.  The numbers are event dropout
rates.
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1999 the dropout rate for students whose families were in the lowest 20
percent of income distribution was 11 percent; for students whose families
fall in the middle 60 percent it was 5 percent; and for students from fami-
lies in the top 20 percent it was 2 percent.

Race/Ethnicity  Both Hispanic and African American students are  more
likely to drop out than are white students, with the rate for Hispanic stu-
dents being consistently the highest.  In 1999, 28.6 percent of Hispanic
students dropped out of school, compared with 12.6 percent of black stu-
dents and 7.3 percent of white students.  It is important to note that among
Hispanic youths, the dropout rate is significantly higher for those who were
not born in the United States  (44.2%) than for those who were (16.1%).
Two important issues relate to this last point:  first, a significant number of
foreign-born Hispanic young people have never been enrolled in a U.S.
school.  Second, the majority of those who were never enrolled have been
reported as speaking English “not well” or “not at all.”   The status of
Hispanic young people offers an illustration of the complexities of count-
ing dropouts.  Young people who have never been enrolled in a U.S. school
but have no diploma typically show up in measures of status dropout rates
(people of a certain age who have no diploma) but not in measures of event
dropout rates (students enrolled in one grade but not the next who have
not received a diploma or been otherwise accounted for).  This issue is
addressed in greater detail below.

Family Structure  Research has shown an increased risk of academic
difficulty or dropping out for students who live in single-parent families,
those from large families, and those, especially girls, who have become par-
ents themselves.  Other factors have been noted as well, such as having
parents who have completed fewer years of schooling or who report provid-
ing little support for their children’s education, such as providing a specific
place to study and reading materials.

School-Related Characteristics

History of Poor Academic Performance  Not surprisingly, poor grades
and test scores are associated with an increased likeliness to drop out, as is
enrollment in remedial courses.

Educational Engagement  Researchers have used several measures of stu-
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dents’ educational engagement, including hours of television watched,
hours spent on homework, hours spent at paid employment, and frequency
of attending class without books and other necessary materials.  Each of
these factors has been associated with increased likeliness to encounter aca-
demic difficulties and to drop out.  That is, the more time a student spends
at a job or watching television, the more likely he or she is to drop out.
Students who spend relatively little time on homework and who are more
likely to attend school unprepared are similarly at increased risk of drop-
ping out.

Academic Delay  Students who are older than the normal range for the
grade in which they are enrolled are significantly more likely to drop out of
school than are those who are not.  Similarly, students who have received
fewer than the required number of academic credits for their grade are
more likely to drop out than other students are.

Interactions

Risk factors tend to cluster together and to have cumulative effects.
The children of families in poverty, for example, have a greater risk of aca-
demic difficulty than do other children, and they are also at greater risk for
poor health, early and unwanted pregnancies, and criminal behavior, each
of which is associated with an increased risk of dropping out (National
Center for Education Statistics, 1996:11).  Urban schools and districts con-
sistently report the highest dropout rates; the annual rate for all urban dis-
tricts currently averages 10 percent, and in many urban districts it is much
higher (Balfanz and Legters, 2001:22).  Student populations in these dis-
tricts are affected by the risk factors associated with dropping out, particu-
larly poverty, in greater numbers than are students in other districts.

WHY STUDENTS DROP OUT

Students who have dropped out of school have given three common
reasons (ERIC Digest, 1987:1):

• A dislike of school and a view that school is boring and not relevant
to their needs;

• Low academic achievement, poor grades, or academic failure; and
• A need for money and a desire to work full-time.
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These responses in no way contradict the statistical portrait of students
who drop out in the United States, but they offer a somewhat different
perspective from which to consider the many factors that influence stu-
dents’ decisions about school and work.  Shifts in the labor market can have
profound effects on students’ behavior that are evident in national statis-
tics, particularly those that track changes over many years.  Scholars have
also identified socioeconomic factors that correlate with the likelihood of a
student’s dropping out.  However, each student whose life is captured in
dropout statistics is an individual reacting to a unique set of circumstances.
The circumstances that cause a particular student to separate from school
before completing the requirements for a diploma can rarely be summed
up easily, and rarely involve only one factor.  Nevertheless, educators and
policy makers alike see that dropping out of school diminishes young
people’s life chances in significant ways, and look for ways to understand
both why they do it and how they might be prevented from doing it.

Dropping Out as a Process

Rumberger summarizes a key message from the research on the factors
associated with dropping out:

Although dropping out is generally considered a status or educational out-
come that can readily be measured at a particular point in time, it is more
appropriately viewed as a process of disengagement that occurs over time.
And warning signs for students at risk of dropping out often appear in el-
ementary school, providing ample time to intervene  (Rumberger, 2000:25).

Beginning with some points that can be difficult to discern in the
complex statistics about dropping out, Rumberger noted that the percent-
age of young people who complete high school through an alternative to
the traditional course requirements and diploma (through the GED or a
vocational or other alternative) has grown:  4 percent used an alternative
means in 1988 while 10 percent did so in 1998—though the calculated
school completion rate among 18- to 24-year-olds remained constant at
about 85 percent (Rumberger, 2000:7).  Several longitudinal studies show
that a much larger percentage of students than are captured in event or
status dropout calculations drop out of school temporarily for one or more
periods during high school.  Doing so is associated with later dropping out
for good, with a decreased likelihood of enrolling in postsecondary school-
ing, and with an increased likelihood of unemployment.
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Focusing on the process that leads to the ultimate decision to drop out,
Rumberger stresses the importance of interaction among a variety of con-
tributing factors:  “if many factors contribute to this phenomenon over
a long period of time, it is virtually impossible to demonstrate a causal
connection between any single factor and the decision to quit school”
(Rumberger, 2001:4).  Instead, researchers have looked for ways to orga-
nize the factors that seem to be predictive of dropping out in ways that can
be useful in efforts to intervene and prevent that outcome.  As noted above,
two basic categories are characteristics of students, their families and their
home circumstances, and characteristics of their schooling.

Rumberger pays particular attention to the concept of engagement
with school.  Absenteeism and discipline problems are strong predictors of
dropping out, even for students not experiencing academic difficulties.
More subtle indicators of disengagement from school, such as moving from
school to school, negative attitude toward school, and minor discipline
problems can show up as early as elementary and middle school as predic-
tors of a subsequent decision to drop out.  The role of retention in grade is
very important in this context:

. . . students who were retained in grades 1 to 8 were four times more likely to
drop out between grades 8 and 10 than students who were not retained, even
after controlling for socioeconomic status, 8th grade school performance, and
a host of background and school factors (Rumberger, 2000:15).

Rumberger’s work confirms other research on family characteristics that
are associated with dropping out, particularly the finding that belonging to
families lower in socioeconomic status and those headed by a single parent
are both risk factors for students.  He also looked at research on the role
that less concrete factors may play.  Stronger relationships between parents
and children seem to reduce the risk of dropping out, as does being the
child of parents who “monitor and regulate [the child’s] activities, provide
emotional support, encourage decision-making . . . and are generally more
involved in [the child’s] schooling” (Rumberger, 2000:17).

At the workshop, David Grissmer touched on some other factors that
don’t make their way into national statistics but that could play a signifi-
cant role for many young people.  He pointed to studies of hyperactivity
and attention-deficit disorder that indicate that while the percentage of all
young people affected is small, roughly 5 percent, the percentage of high
school dropouts affected is much larger—perhaps as much as 40 percent.
He noted that dyslexia, depression, and other cognitive or mental health
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problems can have significant effects on students’ capacity to learn and
flourish in the school environment, but that these situations are often over-
looked in statistical analyses.

Schools also play a role in outcomes for students.  Rumberger pre-
sented data showing that when results are controlled for students’ back-
ground characteristics, dropout rates for schools still vary widely.
Rumberger’s (2000) review of the literature on school effects identifies sev-
eral key findings:

• The social composition of the student body seems to influence stu-
dent achievement—and affect the dropout rate.  That is, students who
attend schools with high concentrations of students with characteristics
that increase their likelihood of dropping out, but who don’t have those
characteristics themselves, are nevertheless more likely to drop out.  This
finding relates to the fact that dropout rates are consistently significantly
higher for urban schools and districts than for others (Balfanz and Legters,
2001:1).

• Some studies suggest that school resources can influence the drop-
out rate through the student-teacher ratio and possibly through teacher
quality.

• The climate, policies, and practices of a school may have effects on
dropping out.  Indicators of the school climate, such as attendance rates
and numbers of students enrolled in advanced courses, may be predictive of
dropping out.  There is some evidence that other factors, such as school
size, structure, and governance, may also have effects.

Interventions

A variety of different kinds of evidence point to the importance of
early attention to the problems that are associated with subsequent drop-
ping out.  The correspondence between the many risk factors that have
been enumerated is not, however, either linear or foolproof.  Dynarski
(2000) notes that despite strong associations between a variety of character-
istics and dropping out, using individual risk factors as predictors is tricky:
research that has evaluated the predictive value of risk factors has shown
that the one “that was best able to predict whether middle school students
were dropouts—high absenteeism—correctly identified dropouts only 16
percent of the time” (Dynarski, 2000:9).

A quantitative look at the effectiveness of dropout prevention pro-
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grams can seem sobering, but it is important to bear in mind that even a
perfectly successful program—one that kept every potential dropout in
school—would affect only a small fraction of students.  Any program that
is an attempt to intervene in time to prevent dropping out must begin with
a group of students who share defined risk factors, but of whom only a
fraction would actually have dropped out.  That is, even among groups of
students with many risk factors, the dropout rate rarely goes over approxi-
mately 15 percent, and it is only these 15 of 100 students who receive an
intervention whose fates could potentially be changed.  When resources are
limited, correctly identifying the students who will benefit most from in-
tervention (those who are most likely to drop out) is clearly important.
However, since many different kinds of factors affect dropout behavior,
using them as predictors is not easy.  This point is also relevant to
Rumberger’s point that if numerous factors contribute to a multiyear pro-
cess of dropping out, isolating a cause or an effective predictor would logi-
cally be very difficult.

Though the quantitative evidence of effectiveness is not overwhelm-
ing, Dynarski (2000) used the results of a Department of Education study
of the effectiveness of dropout prevention programs to provide a descrip-
tion of some of the strategies that seem to work best.  Providing individual-
level counseling to students emerged as a key tool for changing students’
thinking about their education.  Another tool was creating smaller school
settings, even within a large school, if necessary.  Students are more likely to
become alienated and disengaged from school in larger settings, and are
likely to receive less individualized attention from teachers and staff.3   Not
surprisingly, providing counseling and creating smaller school settings re-
quires more staff, and, in turn, the expenditure of more resources per pupil
(Dynarski, 2000).

Others who have explored the effectiveness of dropout prevention pro-
grams have come to conclusions that amplify and support Dynarski’s find-
ings.  McPartland and Jordan (2001) advocate, among other things, that
high schools be restructured to provide smaller school settings and to both
increase student engagement with school and strengthen students’ relation-
ships with school staff.  McPartland has also suggested specific supports for
students who enter high school unprepared for challenging academic work,

3The work of Lee and Burkam (2001), Fine (1987), and others on the structure of high
schools is relevant to this point.
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including extra time to complete courses and remediation outside of school
hours.

In summary, the committee finds several important messages in the
research on dropout behavior:

• A number of school-related factors, such as high concentrations of
low-achieving students, and less-qualified teachers, for example, are associ-
ated with higher dropout rates.  Other factors, such as small school settings
and individualized attention, are associated with lower dropout rates.

• Many aspects of home life and socioeconomic status are associated
with dropout behavior.

• Typically, contributing factors interact in a gradual process of disen-
gagement from school over many years.

Conclusion:  The committee concludes that identifying students with
risk factors early in their careers (preschool through elementary school) and
providing them with ongoing support, remediation, and counseling are
likely to be the most promising means of encouraging them to stay in
school. Using individual risk factors to identify likely dropouts with whom
to intervene, particularly among students at the ninth-grade level and be-
yond, is difficult.  Evidence about interventions done at this stage suggests
that their effectiveness is limited.
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2
What Completion Means and

Why It’s Important

It would seem to be an easy matter to determine whether or not a
student has completed secondary school, but doing so is complicated
by a growing number of alternatives to the traditional path of complet-

ing four years of coursework in an accredited secondary school and receiv-
ing a diploma.  As Americans have developed the expectation that all stu-
dents ought to complete high school and receive a credential, jurisdictions
have responded by developing a wider variety of pathways for the students
they serve.  Sherman Dorn took note of the growing trend (beginning as
early as the 1920s) for the mission of many high schools to be viewed as
providing primarily vocational training and other programs for students
not believed capable of challenging academic work.  State- and local-level
officials sought ways to provide diplomas for all without compromising the
education they were offering to college-bound and other academically ori-
ented students.  Some cities established selective public high schools, such
as Central High School in Philadelphia and Bronx High School of Science
in New York City, that drew students from across the district who wished
to pursue ambitious programs and were able to pass entrance requirements.
Others established vocational schools for nonacademic students.

Tracking within schools is another method by which students have
been placed on different trajectories; more recently, many districts have
developed tiered diploma systems that often mirror the academic tracks.
Currently, across all 50 states, 15 different types of diplomas are available,
and only 8 states (Arizona, Idaho, Minnesota, New Jersey, Oklahoma,
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Rhode Island, South Dakota, and Washington) offer just one kind (Dorn,
2000:16).  In 12 states an honors diploma is available, while 35 states offer
some combination of individual education plan (IEP) diplomas (for stu-
dents with some kind of disability) and certificates of attendance.  For
students who are being educated at home, states have different means of
addressing the need for certification.  The precise nature of what students
must do to earn these different kinds of diplomas and the degree of variety
they represent have not been well documented.

Alternative programs and certificates have been developed in response
to the reality that secondary students’ needs, goals, strengths, and weak-
nesses differ, and we recognize that these alternatives can offer valuable
options for many students.  However, the alternatives and their effects on
students’ lives need to be better understood.  Meanwhile, researchers have
already looked closely at outcomes for students who obtain a high school
diploma, those who do not, and those who obtain General Educational
Development (GED) certification.  There are clear differences in the out-
comes for these three groups which indicate that obtaining a diploma has
concrete benefits for young people the effects of which can last throughout
their lives.

THE GED

Currently, more than 800,000 people take a GED Test every year, hop-
ing to obtain a certificate that will be equivalent to a high school diploma
in the eyes of employers and postsecondary institutions.  However, the
consequences of GED certification are not the same as  those of earning a
traditional high school diploma.  The lifetime earnings of GED recipients
are significantly lower than those of high school graduates, and they are not
substantially higher than those of dropouts (see below).  Moreover, while
those who take the GED demonstrate some skills and knowledge by doing
so, they have, presumably, missed something of value by dropping out of
school.1

The GED is described by the American Council on Education (ACE),
which develops and administers it through the GED Testing Service, as a
measure of the “academic skills and knowledge expected of high school

1Not all people who take the GED are dropouts.  Many immigrants, for example, whose
school completion credentials are not recognized in the United States, need GED certifica-
tion to pursue further education or employment.
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graduates in the U.S. or Canada.” The GED was originally developed for
veterans who had left high school to serve in World War II.  It was not,
however, widely considered a solution to the dropout problem until de-
cades later.  Today, according to the ACE, “about one in seven high school
diplomas issued in the United States each year is based on passing the GED
Tests” (American Council on Education, 2001).

The GED is a battery of five tests made up of multiple-choice ques-
tions and an essay.  The five tested areas are writing, social studies, science,
interpreting literature and the arts, and mathematics.  The questions are
also categorized according to Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives:
comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.  The scale
on which the GED tests are scored is based on the performance of graduat-
ing high school seniors, and the test is intended to provide an opportunity
for nongraduates to demonstrate that they can match or exceed the perfor-
mance of a defined set of graduating students.   Individual states set passing
scores, which vary significantly.

According to the GED Testing Service website (American Council on
Education, 2001), “More than 95 percent of employers in the U.S. con-
sider GED graduates the same as traditional high school graduates in re-
gard to hiring, salary, and opportunity for advancement.”  The percentage
of students who receive the GED instead of a traditional diploma has grown
from 2 percent in 1954 to 14 percent in 1987  (Cameron and Heckman,
1993:4).  A number of scholars have considered the consequences for stu-
dents of obtaining a GED diploma in lieu of a traditional one and have
reached somewhat more complicated assessments.  Richard Murnane and
others have found that while those who have earned a GED diploma have
greater earnings than those who drop out of school, “Acquisition of the
GED credential is not a powerful strategy for escaping poverty” (Murnane
et al., 1995:144).  These scholars concluded that the primary benefit of
earning the GED might lie in the fact that participating in the process leads
young people to job-training programs and entry-level jobs.  Additional
research by Murnane et al. (1999) has found that the benefits of acquiring
the GED may not apply equally to all students—that those who have higher
skills at the point of dropping out fare better than those with lower ones,
even if both earn a GED.

Cameron and Heckman found significant differences in the out-
comes for GED recipients and traditional graduates.  The found that
“dropouts and [holders of the GED] have comparably poor wages,
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earnings, hours of work, unemployment experiences, and job tenure”
(Cameron and Heckman, 1993:43).  They note also that the rise in
GED certification, which has been particularly sharp for Hispanics and
African Americans, accounts for a significant portion of the narrowing
of the gap that has been observed between dropout rates for these two
groups and whites.  Cameron and Heckman observe that the growth of
many federal and state adult education programs that support or en-
courage GED certification may have had the paradoxical effect of en-
couraging some young people to move away from traditional schooling
(Cameron and Heckman, 1993a:36-43).

Murnane et al. (1999:13) found differences in patterns of postsecond-
ary enrollment among conventional high school graduates, GED holders,
and so-called “permanent” dropouts.  By their analysis of data from the
High School and Beyond Survey of the National Center for Education
Statistics, many more GED recipients (30%) than dropouts (8%) obtain
some postsecondary credit.  However, while 36 percent of graduates com-
plete four or more years of postsecondary education, less than 2 percent of
GED holders do so.

Others have noted that while perceptions of the purpose of the GED
have shifted, the benefits are not equal for all test takers (Chaplin, 1999).
While it is clear that obtaining the GED is preferable to not receiving any
credential, the benefits seem to be greatest for adults who have already
moved well past high school age and for minorities.  The GED Testing
Service originally had a policy of recommending that GED test takers be
age 20 or older because the test was not designed as an alternative to high
school.  The age has since been reduced to 16.  Noting that currently more
than 50,000 16- and 17-year-olds earn GED certification each year and
that the percentage of 16- to 19-year-olds whose credential is GED certifi-
cation in lieu of a diploma has been increasing,  Chaplin (1999) has argued
that allowing teenagers to take the exam may have the unintended effect of
encouraging some of them to drop out of school.  It is also worth noting
that the military no longer treats GED certification as equivalent to a di-
ploma in evaluating recruits.  While the GED clearly offers a material ben-
efit for many young people who leave high school and wish to continue
their education or improve their job prospects, statistically, GED holders
are more similar to dropouts than to school completers in terms of their
educational and employment outcomes.
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ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES OF DROPPING OUT

The alternative of withdrawing from any kind of schooling before re-
ceiving a diploma is still the path taken by a significant number of young
people.  Researchers have found a number of ways to explore the conse-
quences of this decision.  The economic consequences are significant:  The
earnings of those who have not finished high school are lower than the
earnings of those who have graduated throughout their working lives.  A
further gap exists between the earnings of those who have finished high
school and those with further education, as illustrated in Table 2-1, which
also shows the association between schooling and the unemployment rate.

For most students who fail to complete school, that outcome reflects
many years of academic difficulty or missed opportunities to learn.  While
some high school dropouts go on to obtain further education, the majority
do not.  Comparisons of student performance on standardized tests show,
not surprisingly, that staying in school increases achievement gains in all
subjects (Ekstrom et al., 1987:56). Some research has suggested an associa-
tion between dropping out and the likelihood of subsequent criminal activ-
ity.  Pettit and Western (2001) found, for example, that the risk of being
incarcerated by age 30-34 is significantly higher for young men (particu-
larly young black men) who have not completed high school than for those
who have.2   Although statistical relationships between dropping out of

TABLE 2-1 Impact of Schooling on the Annual Earnings
and Unemployment Rates of Males

Earnings Unemployment Rate—
Schooling (1992 $) 1992

BA or more $38,115 4.8 %
Assoc. Degree $31,855 5.5 %
13-15 Yrs $27,279 7.4 %
12 Yrs $22,494 8.2 %
9-11 Yrs $16,194 12.4 %

SOURCE:  Bishop et al., 2000:4.

2The racial differences found by Pettit and Western are striking.  For example, among
males born in 1955-1959, 21.9 percent of the blacks who had not completed high school
were incarcerated by 1989, compared with 3.1 percent of white male noncompleters.
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school and other negative outcomes, such as incarceration, are suggestive,
they do not establish causation.  It may be that other factors associated with
both dropping out and incarceration account for some portion of the sta-
tistical convergence.  This is an area that needs further study.

There are other social costs associated with dropouts.  Higher rates of
unemployment and lower earnings mean less tax revenue, loss of produc-
tivity, and increased expenditures for social welfare programs.  Dropouts
also have more health problems than do nondropouts.  Recent projections
of both economic and demographic trends suggest likely increases in these
social costs.  As the U.S. economy increases its reliance on highly skilled
labor, for example, workers without diplomas will face greater challenges in
finding work.  At the same time, the populations among whom dropout
rates are highest are projected to increase (Rumberger, 2000:3).

Research on the characteristics of students who drop out is suggestive
of other, more subtle negative outcomes as well.  Survey questions asked of
students in the High-School and Beyond Study conducted by NCES, for
example, reveal that dropouts have significantly lower self-esteem than do
students who remain in school and are more likely than those students to
believe that their fate is out of their control (Ekstrom et al., 1987:58).  Such
findings do not establish that dropping out causes poor self-esteem and the
like; rather, they lend support to the notion that dropping out is a process
and that it is the culmination of a series of misfortunes and missed oppor-
tunities on the part of students, parents, teachers, and schools.

More important, these findings show clearly why dropping out is and
should be considered a problem, regardless of either uncertainty about cau-
sation or differences of opinion regarding the nature and degree of educa-
tion that is appropriate for different students.  There is much to be said
about the apparent tension between raising academic standards for all stu-
dents and allowing sufficient flexibility in the system to accommodate stu-
dents with differing strengths, motivation, and goals; it is also likely that a
diploma by itself is of less value for a student who has not actually mastered
defined academic objectives than for one who has.  Nevertheless, entering
adulthood without a diploma or with a lesser alternative to one is associ-
ated with serious economic and other consequences that can be discerned
throughout life.

RECOMMENDATIONS

While the consequences of dropping out of school have been well es-
tablished, as have the ways in which earning a GED credential in lieu of a
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traditional diploma may affect later outcomes, the nature and implications
of other alternatives to graduation have not.  In view of the significant
numbers of students who are currently availing themselves of these alterna-
tives, it is important to understand what they involve.

Recommendation 1:  The committee recommends to states and dis-
tricts and to both researchers and funders of research that priority be placed
on collecting key data that are disaggreggated to allow monitoring of such
populations as different minority groups, English-language learners, and
students with disabilities.  These data should cover:

• which students and how many students are receiving credentials,
including GED certification, that are significantly different from the gen-
erally prevailing standards for high school graduation;

• the nature of the academic requirements that lead to such creden-
tials, and the extent to which those requirements are different from the
generally prevailing academic standards for high school graduation;

• the processes by which students are directed to or choose to pursue
such alternate credentials; and

• the later educational and employment outcomes for the students
who receive these credentials.

Studies show that although GED certification can be beneficial for
many students, it has less value than a standard diploma as a tool for pursu-
ing both education and employment.  It is important that policy makers,
educators, parents, and students be aware of the distinctions among avail-
able credentials.

Recommendation 2:  The committee recommends that officials at the
school, district, and state levels disaggregate the data they already collect on
school completers by the type of certificate awarded, including those
awarded for passing the GED, and should make clear what knowledge and
skills are represented by each credential.  States, schools, and districts should
also distinguish between GED holders and high school graduates in report-
ing data on school completion.  These data should be disaggregated to
allow monitoring of such populations as different minority groups, En-
glish-language learners, and students with disabilities.
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Complexities in Counting

Understanding both how many students are currently dropping out
and trends in dropout rates over time is critical to discussions of
policies and practices and their effects.  Yet this information is not

as simple to obtain as one might expect.  Because rates of school comple-
tion or dropping out are counted in a variety of ways, it is difficult both to
compare rates for different groups or to be precise in tracking change and
identifying correlations.  Statistical overviews, such as the reports from the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), provide several kinds of
information and note that the results vary depending on what is measured.

COUNTING METHODS

Three rates are the most frequently used in discussions of school
completion.  One is the event dropout rate, the number of students in a
particular category who were enrolled but left school without completing
the requirements within a specified period of time.  The second is the status
dropout rate, which indicates the percentage of young people who are of age
to be enrolled in or have completed school but are not attending and have
not received a diploma.  (The NCES report counts young people aged 16-
24 for each year in calculating this rate.)  The third is the high school comple-
tion rate, which indicates the proportion of students in a certain age cat-
egory (such as 18 to 24) who have received a diploma or other credential
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(such as a GED diploma).  Table 3-1 describes these and two other
methods.

Although each rate is useful, the existence of these different ways of
counting dropouts is a source of confusion.  Press coverage of dropout

TABLE 3-1  Methods of Counting High School Dropouts

Rate Who Is Counted Comments

Event Students in a given grade Difficulty of tracking whereabouts
Dropout or in a given age span of students who leave affects
Rate who were enrolled and count.  May overcount dropouts
(annual) failed to complete the if students who transfer to other

year’s requirements jurisdictions or otherwise later
complete school are counted.
Results vary depending on which
grades are included, time of year
data are collected, etc.

School Students who reach a Typically does not distinguish by
Completion particular age and have type of credential.  Selection of
Rate received a certificate age can result in overcount or

undercount for some purposes.

Status Students who reach a Selection of age range yields
Dropout particular age without differing results.  Typically does
Rate having received a not distinguish by type of

certificate and are not certificate.  Avoids difficulties
enrolled in school  caused by student transfers.

On-time Students who graduate in Difficulty of tracking whereabouts
Graduation a given year and were of students who leave affects
Rate  enrolled in ninth grade count.  Difficult to account for
(longitudinal) 3 years earlier students not counted as ninth

graders, such as those enrolled in
nongraded programs, those who
dropped out earlier, immigrants, etc.

Attrition Rate Students who were enrolled Difficult to account for students
(longitudinal)  in an earlier grade, usually enrolled in nongraded programs (i.e.,

ninth, and are no longer not counted as ninth graders).
enrolled by twelfth grade Difficulty of tracking whereabouts of

students who leave affects count.
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statistics rarely distinguishes among the different measures or clearly ac-
counts for discrepancies in the numbers produced by different methods.
Papers and reports produced in an academic context also sometimes refer
to particular dropout rates without making clear exactly who was being
counted.

The rate used is important for a number of reasons.  First, as discussed
below, the number of students counted as dropouts can vary quite signifi-
cantly depending on which measure is used.  Kaufman (2000) has reported,
for example, that in 1999, 85.9 percent of 18- to 24-year-olds received
some sort of certificate (including alternatives such as the GED and oth-
ers).  If only those who received traditional diplomas are counted, however,
the figure is 76.8 percent.  When dropout rates are used as indicators of the
relative success of reforms or other programs, the discrepant numbers can
lead to vastly different conclusions.  Dropout rates are also an important
means of gauging the outcomes for cohorts of students; the needs of stu-
dents who are incorrectly classified as school completers are likely not to be
met.

SOURCES OF DATA

The principal sources of national-level data about dropping out are
produced by the U.S. Census Bureau (the Current Population Survey
[CPS]) and the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (the Com-
mon Core of Data and Longitudinal Studies Program).  The CPS is an
annual survey of a nationally representative sample of all U.S. households.
An adult in each of 50,000 households sampled is asked for information
about many things, including the schooling of household members over
the age of three.  This survey has been done annually for several decades,
and is, Kaufman explained, “the only source of long-term trends in drop-
out and completion rates” (Kaufman, 2000:4).

However, Kaufman also described several complications in the CPS
that need to be kept in mind.  First, as with any such questionnaire, the
categories chosen can have major effects on the results.  The CPS, for ex-
ample, asks about school enrollment for young people aged 15 to 24, so it
doesn’t specifically collect data about dropouts younger than 15.  The sur-
vey also asks about the school completion rate for young people aged 18 to
24, but Kaufman points out that there are pros and cons to doing so.  If a
younger age span were selected, the survey could provide early warning
about potential problems, though it might overestimate the noncomple-
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tion rate by including students who will subsequently graduate.  An older
age span (including people up to age 30, for example) could be chosen to
avoid counting students who will eventually complete high school, but it
would have other disadvantages, most notably that the outcomes for these
students would reflect policies 10 or more years in the past.  Most impor-
tant, however, Kaufman explained, is the fact that changes in the wording
of survey questions on the CPS that were made early in the 1990s have
disrupted the trend line for much of the data produced by the survey.1

Kaufman also discusses several complications in the use of CPS data to
report state-level data.  First, since the CPS sampling procedures were de-
signed for a national population, the sample sizes for some states are not
large enough to yield stable results.  Thus the margins of error for the state
calculations are large, which means that comparisons among these results
should be viewed with care.  He noted, for example, that the apparently
large difference between the rates for Mississippi (82 percent) and Nebraska
(93 percent) are not actually statistically significant.  Moreover, because the
data reflect the status of 18- to 24-year-olds, they may offer limited useful
information about schooling in a particular state.  The young people whose
status is counted may be out-of-state college students, migrant workers, or
others who have not actually attended the state’s public schools.

The NCES’s Longitudinal Studies Program includes two studies, High
School and Beyond and the National Education Longitudinal Study, that
use surveys to track a variety of information about cohorts of students as
they move through school.  Both studies count as nondropouts students
who were enrolled in “an alternative program leading to an equivalency
certificate” and those who received an equivalency certificate, including a
GED diploma (Kaufman, 2000).  However, as noted above, looking sepa-
rately at these different groups of students is important.  The longitudinal
data provided by these studies are nevertheless valuable, Kaufman explained,
because they allow a closer look at developments such as exceptions to the
recent general decline in dropout rate among low-income and low-achiev-
ing students.

1There were two principal changes.  The first (1992) related to the way in which respon-
dents indicated the level of education they had completed and resulted in a decreased (and
apparently more accurate) status dropout rate.  In 1994, several changes in data collection
methods (use of computer-assisted telephone interviewing and adjustments for undercounts,
for example) resulted in increased dropout rates which may also reflect more accurate counts
(Dynarski, 2000:8-9).
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NCES also sponsors a survey called the Common Core of Data,
through which statistical information is collected from the departments of
education in each state, the District of Columbia, and U.S. territories.
NCES is also working with states to develop uniform means of collecting
data on dropouts.  Twenty-six states are currently participating, and
Kaufman explained that when all 50 are participating, the data will allow
more precise state-by-state comparisons than are currently available from
the CPS data, as well as national data.  Table 3-1 (above) shows the defini-
tions of a dropout that have been developed for this data collection effort.

COMPLICATIONS

Clearly, a primary reason that counting dropouts is not straightfor-
ward is that defining them is not.  If GED recipients are counted as school
completers (nondropouts), for example, the resulting data will obscure the
fact that part of the narrowing of the gap between black and white students’
completion rates is attributable to the rise in GED certification among
blacks.  Since, as we have noted, GED certification has less value in the
marketplace than a traditional diploma and may have other implications
for life chances, this way of counting obscures an important difference.
The existence of other alternatives to the traditional diploma, such as di-
plomas that represent a lesser degree of academic achievement, may further
complicate matters.  Alternative programs and certificates may play a valu-
able role for many students.  Nevertheless, if these credentials also have less
economic value than traditional diplomas, and possibly other negative im-
plications for students’ futures, the inability to distinguish the outcomes
for students who receive these credentials from those for other students will
be a significant impediment to understanding dropping out and school
completion.

A further complication was pointed out by workshop discussant David
Grissmer, who noted that the CPS does not collect data on those who join
the military.  He explained that since the 1960s, the policies for admission
and recruitment into the military (including requirements regarding diplo-
mas and GED certificates) have changed markedly, as has the composition
of the entering population.  If the effects of the military’s policies, and the
changing proportions of dropouts and various population subgroups in its
ranks were factored in, Grissmer suggested, some national trends might
look noticeably different, though this analysis has not been done.

Moreover, dropout and school completion statistics now make no dis-
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tinction among the reasons that students failed to complete school or re-
ceive a diploma.  Fine (1987) and many others have identified categories of
students who leave school not entirely of their own volition.  Such stu-
dents, often called “pushouts,” include students who have presented sig-
nificant discipline problems, students who have been reassigned to special
education programs (in some cases because they are discipline problems
rather than because of a diagnosed disability), and students who are dis-
couraged from continuing in school by formal policies or informal prac-
tices.  The category of pushouts may also include students who are expelled
or suspended.  The relative dearth of data about these students is another
piece of the puzzle observers face when they try to understand the problem
of dropouts.

Recent controversies about the meaning of differing accounts of the
dropout rate in the state of Texas illustrate well the nature of the problem.
The state calculates an annual dropout rate for all students (for 1997-1998)
of 1.6 percent (Smisko, 2000).  The rate is based on reports from the dis-
tricts that must explain why all students who left the district’s schools did
so and list the criteria by which students are classified as dropouts; see Box
3-1.  Smisko also reported that, as has been widely reported elsewhere,
dropout rates in Texas have declined both for the student population as a
whole and for African American and Hispanic students over the past de-
cade or so.

BOX 3-1
Criteria for Identifying Dropouts in the State of Texas

• A student who is absent without approved excuse or docu-
mented transfer and does not return to school by the following year

• A student who completes the school year but fails to
reenroll the following year

• A student who leaves to enter the military before graduation
• A student from a special education, ungraded, or alternative

education program who leaves school
• A student who leaves school and enters a program not quali-

fying as an elementary/secondary school (e.g., cosmetology school)
• A student enrolled as a migrant, whose whereabouts are

unknown

SOURCE:  Smisko, 2000:4.
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Other observers have considered the available data about enrollment
and school completion in Texas and come to quite different conclusions.
For example, Haney (2001) has questioned the means by which Texas
counts its dropouts, arguing that many school leavers who should be
counted as dropouts are not.  He has also done a number of calculations
that yield a significantly more sobering picture of the rate of school comple-
tion in Texas, noting particularly that many minority students are not far-
ing as well as the Texas reports indicate.  Haney uses data on enrollment in
each grade to show the rate at which white, black, and Hispanic students
progress from grade to grade.  He also examined the proportion of students
enrolled in the ninth grade who later graduated on time for successive age
cohorts by race.  Using this measure, Haney found not only that the pro-
portion of students graduating on time had declined slightly for all groups,
but also that the rates for black and Hispanic students (generally about
50%) are significantly lower than those for whites (generally about 70%)
(Haney, 2000).

Haney further found that a significant change in the rate at which
black and Hispanic students progress from grade to grade has occurred
since the mid-1980s (at which time their rates were only slightly lower than
those for white students).  Specifically:  “By the end of the 1990s 25-30%
of Black and Hispanic students, as compared with only 10% of White
students, were being retained to repeat grade 9, instead of being promoted
to grade 10” (Haney, 2000:5).

Haney argues that official Texas dropout calculations exclude many
students. While those who reach the twelfth grade on time are graduating
in greater numbers, he argues, those who are retained or leave the system
earlier have become both less likely to graduate and more likely to be mi-
norities (Haney, 2001:12-13).  Haney does not attempt to account for all
of the children who leave the system before grade 12 but believes that most
are dropouts. The difficulties of accounting for students who leave a system
mean lack of information not only about dropouts but also about students
who complete their education elsewhere.  Haney’s work does, however,
clearly demonstrate the importance of seemingly technical decisions about
which students to count.

Still others have raised questions about Haney’s methodology.  For
example, Carnoy et al. (2001) have disputed both Haney’s claim that Texas’s
dropout rates have increased since 1990 and his claim that the Texas Assess-
ment of Academic Skills is partly responsible.   Smisko reports changes
Texas is making in the way the state keeps track of school leavers designed
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to capture more detailed information.  A recent report by the Texas Educa-
tion Agency (2000) addresses many of the questions that have been raised
about the data.  It recommends, for example, that the state “add a Grade
9-12 Longitudinal Completion/Student Status Rate” (Texas Education
Agency, 2000:2).  The report recommends other improvements to data
collection efforts designed to improve the state’s success at keeping track of
all students.

Kaufman provides another example of the difficulty in his discussion
of similar disputes over dropout rates in California.  Noting that differing
calculations could rightly leave the public wondering whether the dropout
rate was “12 percent and falling or 33 percent and rising,” he pointed out
some of the practical difficulties that face states, apart from the definitional
ones already discussed:

Resources are such that many schools cannot track all of their dropouts.
While some schools may indeed engage in the “shell game” that their detrac-
tors accuse them of—moving dropouts to alternative programs and letting
them slip away—many schools just did not know what happened to all of
their “no-shows” [students who completed any of grades 7-11 but did not
attend the following year]  (Kaufman, 2000:31).

Kaufman’s view is that no one statistical method can provide a full and
accurate picture of the ways in which U.S. students move through and out
of school.  He believes that measures of on-time graduation, dropout, and
eventual completion are all necessary, and the committee would expand his
notion to include measures that provide greater detail about the different
pathways students take.  The larger point, however, is that it is very difficult
for nonexperts to evaluate and compare rates that are calculated in different
ways.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The committee concludes that current means of collecting state-, dis-
trict-, and national-level data on students’ progress through school and into
the workforce, while valuable, are insufficient to inform policy makers and
the public.

Recommendation 3:  The committee recommends that policy mak-
ers, researchers, and funders of research consider the urgent need for the
following kinds of additional data (disaggregated to allow monitoring of
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such populations as different minority groups, English-language learners,
and students with disabilities):

• data that allow valid comparisons across states and, possibly, across
smaller jurisdictions;

• longitudinal data that allow tracking of a greater diversity of stu-
dent pathways, such as participation in alternatives to traditional secondary
schooling and the earning of alternatives to the traditional diploma;

• data that allow separate reporting on the progress of students who
follow such alternate pathways, both while they are in school and after they
leave school, whether they are employed, unemployed, or participating in
postsecondary education;

• data that allow improved tracking of students at risk for dropping
out because of factors that may be apparent in elementary and middle
school, such as temporary dropping out in early grades, absenteeism, reten-
tion in grade, and the like.  Such data could assist jurisdictions in identify-
ing populations of students in need of intervention and in evaluating the
success of their efforts to intervene.  Such data could also be used to im-
prove public understanding of school completion and the demands on
school systems.

Part of the difficulty with currently available data is that they are col-
lected by a variety of entities for a variety of purposes at the state, district,
and school levels, as well as the federal level.  The adoption of a single
measure that would allow comparisons across jurisdictions would address
some of the difficulties in the current policy discussion, but it would have
negative consequences as well.  The measures exist because of the complexi-
ties of what needs to be measured, and each provides valuable information.
CEETE concludes that more, not less, information about dropout behav-
ior is needed, but believes that greater clarity and coordination is needed as
well.

Recommendation 4:  The committee recommends that the U.S. De-
partment of Education provide leadership and oversight to coordinate data
collection and establish long-term objectives for collecting district, state,
and national data on school completion.  Data available from the U.S.
Department of Labor should be considered as part of this effort.
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4
Effects of High-Stakes
Testing and Standards

The education reform movement has made the needs of students at
risk for academic failure a key focus.  Both nationally and at the
state and district levels, many elements of reform have been de-

vised with the goal of improving the performance of students who have
been left behind in the past; keeping young people in school and helping all
students reach high standards have been explicit goals.  Standards-based
reform has held out the promise of helping educators and policy makers to
strengthen academic programs and to make public education more equi-
table than it has ever been.  By making expectations for all students explicit,
reforms have helped many jurisdictions understand the educational needs
of the range of students they serve.  Well constructed and properly used
standards-based tests, by providing data about the outcomes of educational
programs, can assist policy makers, administrators, and teachers in ensur-
ing that all students are offered what they need to meet established goals
and to make needed improvements in teaching, curricula, and other pro-
gram elements.

However, by themselves, tests do not improve student achievement.
They provide information that, together with information from other
sources, can be used to improve curriculum, teaching, and learning.  In
some cases, however, adoption of test requirements has outpaced other re-
forms (Education Week, 2001).  That is, testing is in many cases  less expen-
sive or simpler to adopt than are other reforms.  Ensuring that curricula are
aligned with standards and tests, ensuring that students have been taught
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the material and skills for which they are being held responsible, ensuring
that needed resources are in place, modifying teaching strategies, and the
like can all present challenges much larger than those that come with insti-
tuting new testing requirements.  Meeting these challenges, however, is
what will ultimately improve teaching and learning.

PURPOSES OF TESTING

Reliance on test results for a variety of purposes, including determin-
ing which students are eligible for promotion to the next grade and for
graduation, has been growing in many states.  Such testing can have impor-
tant implications for students already experiencing academic difficulty—
the students most likely to fail those tests.  Understanding the effects of
tests on dropout rates is complicated not only by difficulties with the avail-
able means of counting dropouts, but also by the complexity of testing
itself.  Tests are used for a variety of purposes, described in Box 4-1, and
these purposes lead to differing consequences for students.  Moreover, even

BOX 4-1
The Principal Purposes for Educational Tests

• Accountability—providing evidence of the performance of
teachers, administrators, schools, districts, or states, relative to es-
tablished standards or benchmarks, or in comparison to others, or
both.

• Decisions about students—providing data that is used in
making important decisions about individual students, such as
placement in academic programs, grade promotion, or graduation.

• Program evaluation—providing evidence of the outcome of
a particular educational program in terms of student performance.

• Tracking of long-term trends—providing evidence of
changes in the performance of groups of students, such as those
enrolled in a particular grade, school or school district, or those
belonging to population subgroups, etc.

• Diagnosis—providing information about students’ strengths
and weaknesses with regard to specific material or skills (such as
proficiency in English, for example), for use in improving teaching
and learning.

SOURCE:  National Research Council, 2000:20.
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tests used ostensibly for the same purpose can have very different effects,
depending on how they are applied, constructed, and used.  Tests may be
closely aligned to the skills and curriculum students are required to cover
and be administered to students who have had adequate opportunity to
learn the required material.  They may be valid and reliable for the purposes
for which they are being used, and they may successfully distinguish among
students who have made a good effort to learn and those who have not.
Unfortunately, in some cases these conditions are not met.  Test results may
penalize students who are the victims of ill-prepared teachers, poorly run
schools or districts, or other circumstances beyond their control.

Professional guidelines for the use of high-stakes tests have been devel-
oped by the American Educational Research Association, the American
Psychological Association, and the National Council on Measurement in
Education (1999), and were outlined in the report of the National Re-
search Council (1999).  While these vital professional standards were well
explicated, and may be widely known, a few key elements are worth high-
lighting here because the committee observes that they are not uniformly
adhered to.  Of particular importance in the context of a discussion of
dropouts is the need for measures to:

• ensure that at every grade level early monitoring and intervention,
remediation, and other supports are in place for students at risk for failing a
test being used for a high-stakes purpose;

• ensure that necessary changes in teaching and curriculum have been
made so that students have adequate opportunity to learn the material on
which they are being tested before such tests are used in making promotion
or graduation decisions;

• ensure that students for whom English is a second language or who
have disabilities that affect their schooling are tested only in ways that com-
port with professional standards regarding inclusion and accommodations;
and

• ensure that students are given sufficient opportunities to demon-
strate mastery of required content and skills—that is, that a test is not used
as the sole criterion for high-stakes decisions about students.

HIGH SCHOOL EXIT EXAMINATIONS

It is possible that exit or graduation tests play a role in students’ deci-
sions about dropping out.  Such tests are currently growing in popularity,
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but the idea of using a test to determine who is eligible for a diploma is not
a new one.  Beginning in the 1970s, a number of states used tests of basic
skills, often called minimum competency testing, as a requirement for
graduation. Eighteen states now use them and 11 more are developing them
(Bishop et al., 2000).1   These tests were generally intended to ensure that
graduating students had mastered the basic literacy and other skills that are
considered the minimum necessary for citizenship and employment; they
were not typically the sole criterion for graduation (Linn, 2000).  States
and districts have been making many changes to their requirements but in
general seem to be moving toward more challenging exit exams.  In recent
years a number of states have developed new, more stringent exit examina-
tions or have made existing tests more challenging (National Research
Council 1999:164).  These newer tests are intended to measure mastery
of the more complex knowledge and skills that are detailed in standards
documents.

The National Research Council report also addressed the question of
how such tests might affect dropout rates.  That report found that while a
number of studies have explored the question, the results have been some-
what mixed, and further research is clearly needed.  Because most of the
more stringent exit exams were either recently implemented or are still in
the development stages (many states have delayed the year in which stu-
dents would first be required to pass the exam to graduate), most of the
available research has focused on minimum competency tests.  While an
association between test failure and dropping out is often evident, the com-
mittee found that a clear causal connection between exit testing and drop-
out rates has not been conclusively established (National Research Council,
1999:174).

Bishop et al. (2000) explore the effects of policies associated with school
reform, including exit exams that measure basic skills, on students’ “school-
ing, learning, and earning.”  They present a wealth of data on differences in
various outcomes for students who had been exposed to minimum compe-
tency exams.  They find that these tests may have the effect of increasing
dropout rates for some students.  They also find that such tests seem to be
associated with improved college attendance and increased earnings for stu-
dents who pass them. They argue that, in general, such tests seem to have

1Change is rapid; 20 states are listed in a recent Education Week (2001) survey as requir-
ing exit examinations.
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the effect of strengthening curricula and, in other ways, improving student
learning and thus the value of a high school diploma (Bishop et al., 2000).
However, there are other possible explanations for these findings.  One is
that dropout rates may be higher in states that administer exit exams.  If
fewer low-achieving students are part of the population that takes such tests
by the time they are administered, then the pass rates of those who remain
will be higher, even if the achievement of those who actually take the test
has not improved.

The workshop discussion on this point made it clear that further re-
search is needed before firm conclusions can be reached about the effects of
testing on dropout rates.  The testing programs that are being implemented
around the country are intended to increase learning and to prod educators
to offer and students to take more demanding coursework.  The desired
outcome is that fewer students will drop out, both because their academic
needs will be better met and because they will be motivated to work harder.
However, many observers worry that students with low economic status
and other risk factors will be disproportionately likely to fail exit and pro-
motion tests and that the result will be “differential effects on grade pro-
gression and on high-school dropout” (Hauser, 2000:9).  It is important to
note here that group differences in test performance do not necessarily
indicate problems with a test.  Test scores may reflect actual differences in
achievement, which could, in turn, be the result of deficiencies in or lack of
access to particular coursework or instruction (National Research Council,
1999:5).  Currently available data do not provide answers to many focused
questions about the relationship between explicit exit examination require-
ments and dropout rates and do not take account of the increasing number
of alternate pathways that may account for the decrease in dropout rates,
particularly among black and Hispanic students.

In considering the need for additional data about school completion, it
is important to note one population of students who have not traditionally
been classed among dropouts:  students who complete the requirements for
twelfth grade but are unable to pass an examination that is a requirement
for the diploma. Many states that use exit examinations—New York, Mary-
land, and others—have made provisions for remedial assistance, multiple
opportunities for students to take the examinations, and other supports.  It
seems clear that the specific ways in which an exit exam is implemented are
important.  Nevertheless, among the students who fail will be some, per-
haps many, who would otherwise have graduated.  Little information is
available to indicate how many such students there are, either within juris-
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dictions or across the nation.  However, since pass rates on exit examina-
tions (and other educational tests) are consistently lower for low-income
students, minority students, English-language learners, and students with
disabilities, the likelihood is that nongraduates who have completed all
course requirements will be drawn disproportionately from among those
same students.  More detailed information about how many students are in
this category in each of the states that rely on exit examinations is needed.
Improved understanding of the possible differences between these students
and students who drop out of school before the end of twelfth grade, and
about the effects of failing the exam on these students’ future education
and employment, will be an important part of understanding the effects of
exit exams.

Recommendation 5:  The committee recommends that jurisdictions
that administer exit exams collect data on students who complete the
twelfth grade but fail exit exams and so do not graduate (disaggregated to
allow monitoring of such populations as different minority groups, En-
glish-language learners, and students with disabilities).

RETENTION IN GRADE

There is another kind of high-stakes testing that can play an important
role in students’ progress.  A significant body of research has addressed the
relationship between retaining students in grade—that is, not promoting
them to the next grade—and their subsequent educational progress.  The
National Research Council report (1999) found that the use of tests as
requirements for grade promotion, both at the state and district levels, is
increasing and explored data showing the rates at which students are re-
tained in grade at various stages of schooling.  Grade retention is pervasive
in American schools, and it is more common among black and Hispanic
youngsters than among whites.  The report also documents the consider-
able evidence that students who are retained in grade (even as early as el-
ementary school) perform less well in school (even when results are con-
trolled for age and number of grades completed) and are significantly more
likely to drop out of school.

According to a variety of census and other data that Hauser (1999) has
assembled, there was a substantial increase between 1972 and 1996 in the
numbers and percentages of students who were at least one grade behind
most other children their age.  Moreover, there are significant differences,
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by race and gender, in the rates at which students fall behind.  These differ-
ences appear in the early primary grades and increase as students move
through school.  Among 15- to 17-year-olds, about 50 percent of black
males and 30 percent of white females are at least one grade behind most
students their age.  Hauser further shows that students who are retained in
any grade are significantly more likely to drop out of school than those who
are not, even when factors such as sex, race and ethnicity, social background,
cognitive ability, and other factors are controlled.2

Valencia (2000) also argues that retaining students in grade is a very
strong predictor of the subsequent choice to drop out of school.  He notes
further that African American and Mexican American children in Texas are
significantly more likely to be retained in grade than are white children.
Valencia’s concern, based on his findings, is that as Texas and other states
place increasing reliance on standardized tests in making their decisions
about whether to retain students or promote them to the next grade, the
result will be an increase in retention, a corresponding increase in the drop-
out rate as the students affected move through the system, and a disparate
effect on subgroups of the population that are already vulnerable (Valencia,
2000).  Other scholars have reinforced the connection between retention
in grade at any level and the subsequent decision to drop out (Rumberger,
2000, 2001).  Although the precise relationship between graduation testing
and dropping out of school is still in dispute, there is no dispute that reten-
tion in grade is a very strong predictor of who will drop out.

Conclusion:  Given the difficulty and cost of preventing students
from dropping out once the process of disengagement from school has
begun, it is clear that neither requiring a student to retake the grade nor
promoting a failing student is, by itself, a sufficient response to his or her
academic difficulty.  The value and importance of addressing struggling
students’ difficulties directly and specifically as soon as they are apparent
are paramount.  Moreover, the strong association between retention in
grade and dropping out suggests that retention is usually not a beneficial
intervention.

2Hauser cites one study (Temple et al., 1998) that finds an increase of 12 percentage
points and another (Anderson, 1994) that finds a 70 percent increase in likeliness to drop out
for students who repeat a grade.
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SUMMING UP

Distinctions among different kinds of tests are key to understanding
the effects they may have on students.  The effects of more rigorous, con-
tent-based tests may be very different from the effects of basic skills tests.
The way in which testing programs are aligned with curricular require-
ments and standards, as well as other aspects of the educational system, are
also central for understanding their effects.  To be truly informative, evalu-
ations of the effects of exit tests should clearly distinguish among tests of
different kinds, used for different purposes, and should draw on data about
each category of students who might be affected by such tests.

At this early stage in the progress of many state reforms, there is insuf-
ficient evidence to determine what effect, if any, exit examinations have on
dropout rates.  Indeed, the likelihood is that the effects of these tests will
vary significantly, depending on the ways in which they are constructed
and implemented and on the ways in which their results are used.  How-
ever, there is reason to believe that both exit testing and other high-stakes
testing may sometimes be used in ways that have unintended harmful ef-
fects on students at risk for academic failure because of poverty, lack of
proficiency in English, disability, and membership in population subgroups
that have been educationally disadvantaged.

Changes in dropout rates, or in the characteristics of the students who
drop out, may be signs both of the effects—positive or negative, intended
or not—of new standards or exit exams and of how well schools are helping
students to meet higher standards.  Any such changes should be carefully
monitored and evaluated as jurisdictions progress with their reforms.  How-
ever, inferences of cause and effect should be made with care.  The progress
of students’ schooling and the influences that lead some of them to drop
out are complex.  Moreover, the available statistics that can reveal changes
in dropout patterns are likewise complex and should be interpreted care-
fully.  The committee hopes that the recommendations in this report will
be a useful tool for those who seek to improve understanding of school
completion.
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Appendix

Workshop Agenda

School Completion in Standards-Based Reform:
Facts and Strategies

July 17-18, 2000
Washington, DC

Monday, July 17

8:00 Continental breakfast

8:30 Welcome and Overview of Workshop Goals

Ulric Neisser, Cornell University
William Trent, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign
(Committee Cochairs)

8:45 Historical Perspective

Brief review of trends in graduation during the century and
public policy history of dropping out as a visible concern for
policymakers and practitioners.

Sherman Dorn, University of South Florida
Respondent: Jay Heubert, Teachers College, Columbia
University

Questions and Discussion
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10:00 Difficulties in Calculating Dropout Rates

Various ways of calculating the rates can yield results that
appear different, even contradictory.  Both clarification of
current data and guidance in understanding these
complexities for the interested nonstatistician are needed.

• What data are collected and how are they presented?
• What are the proper interpretations of dropout rates as

currently reported in different jurisdictions?
• Why are differing data reported for the same cohorts and

locales?
• What are the most accurate and useful representations of

dropout statistics?

Phillip Kaufman, Director, Statistical Analysis and Data
Design, MPR Associates

Respondent:  Robert Hauser, University of Wisconsin,
Madison

Questions and Discussion

11:00 Break

11:15 Who is Dropping Out and Why?

Which factors seem to account for the greatest variation, and
what is known about how these factors influence the decision
to drop out?  A look at variations by cultural background and
ethnicity and other factors.

Russell Rumberger, University of California, Santa Barbara
Respondent:  Herbert Walberg, University of Illinois

Questions and Discussion

12:30 Lunch
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1:00 One State’s Experience: Texas

A Look at Reforms and Statistics in Texas

Anne Smisko, Texas Education Agency
Respondent:  Diana Lam, Providence School Department

Legislated School Reform Via High-Stakes Testing: The Case
of Pending Anti-Social Promotion Legislation in Texas and Its
Likely Adverse Impact on Racial/Ethnic Minority Students

Richard Valencia, University of Texas
Respondent:  William Trent

2:15 Stakes for Students: Impacts on Schooling, Learning, and
Earning

A look at the effects of acquisition of a high-school diploma
or GED certification on future schooling, employment
opportunities, and earning power.

Ferran Mañe, Rovira I Virgili University
Respondent:  Henry Levin, Teachers College,

Columbia University

Questions and Discussion

3:30 Break

3:45 Tracking Students’ Progress Through School

What kinds of indicators of students’ progress through school
might be tracked as a way of monitoring the effects of high-
stakes tests on school completion?  A look at value-added
measures as a means of identifying schools and students that
are struggling.
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Robert Meyer, University of Chicago
Respondent:  Ulric Neisser

Questions and Discussion

5:00 Adjourn

Tuesday, July 18

8:30 What’s Being Done to Prevent Students From Dropping Out?

A look at examples of successful efforts to target the needs of
students at high risk for dropping out.

Mark Dynarski, Mathematica Policy Research
Respondent:  Judith Johnson, Department of Education

9:30 Discussion of Preliminary Questions

Discussants’ responses to questions and workshop
presentations

David Grissmer, RAND
Robert Hauser, University of Wisconsin, Madison
Aaron Pallas, Michigan State University

10:30 Break

10:45 General Discussion

Moderators:  Ulric Neisser, William Trent

11:45 Concluding Remarks

12:00 Adjourn


