




 

    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright © 2004 by President and Fellows of Harvard College 
 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or 
by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information 
storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from The Civil Rights Project at 
Harvard University. 
 
This publication should be cited as: 
 
Orfield, G., Losen, D., Wald, J., & Swanson, C., (2004). Losing Our Future: How Minority 
Youth are Being Left Behind by the Graduation Rate Crisis, Cambridge, MA: The Civil Rights 
Project at Harvard University. Contributors: Advocates for Children of New York, The Civil 
Society Institute. 
 
Additional copies of this report may be obtained from our website at: 
http://www.civilrightsproject.harvard.edu 



CONTRIBUTING ORGANIZATIONS 
 

 
The Civil Rights Project at Harvard University (CRP) was founded in 1996 by Professors 
Christopher Edley, Jr. of Harvard Law School and Gary Orfield of the Harvard Graduate School 
of Education.  Its central mission is to help renew the civil rights movement by bridging the 
worlds of ideas and action, and by becoming a preeminent source of intellectual capital and a 
forum for building consensus within that movement. We achieve this by interweaving strategies 
of research and policy analysis, and by building strong collaborations between researchers, 
community organizations, and policy makers.  Our dual objectives are to:   (1) raise the visibility 
of, and attention to, racial justice national policy debates; and (2) arm local and national civil 
rights and educational organizations with credible research to inform their legal, political and 
public education efforts.  CRP wrote the narrative and worked closely with the Urban Institute 
to analyze the data contained in the report.   

 
The Urban Institute, a nonprofit, nonpartisan policy research and educational organization, 
examines America's social, economic, and governance problems. It provides information, 
analyses, and perspectives to public and private decisionmakers to help them address these 
problems and strives to deepen citizens' understanding of the issues and trade-offs that 
policymakers face. Its Education Policy Center conducts research on education reforms 
involving accountability, school vouchers, standards, after-school programs, technology, teacher 
quality, and the new increased flexibility in using federal funds.  The Urban Institute created 
the indicator for graduation rates used in this study (the Cumulative Promotion Index), 
conducted all data analysis contained in this report, and contributed to preparation of the 
narrative.   

 
Advocates for Children of New York  (AFC) Founded in 1971, AFC is New York's leading 
educational advocacy and legal services organization. Our mission is to make sure that New 
York's children get access to a quality and appropriate education. AFC does this work through 
direct service, training, policy reports, impact advocacy and information dissemination. In the 
past 33 years, we have helped hundreds of thousands of New York City children obtain the 
resources they need to succeed in school. For this report AFC reached out nationally to 
document the individual and systemic stories about why children are being pushed out or 
dropped out of school. 

Results for America is a project of the nonprofit Civil Society Institute, (CSI) which is based 
in Newton, Massachusetts.  The mission of the Institute is to serve as a catalyst for change by 
creating problem-solving interactions among people, and between communities, government and 
business, that can help to improve society.   A key goal of Results for America is to shape and 
tap the tremendous amount of community-level knowledge, experience and innovative action 
that could solve America’s problems in education under its initiative on Great Kids, Great 
Schools, Great Communities.  Results for America supports investing in public schools, making 
sure parents have more of a say in their schools and creating conditions that will lead to learning 
and success for every child.  CSI is supporting the efforts to disseminate this report in order to 
bring more voices and perspectives, particularly those of students, into the debate about the 
costs and benefits of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation.     



TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
I. INTRODUCTION: AN INVISIBLE CRISIS .......................................................................... 2 
 
 
II. HOW DEEP AND WIDESPREAD ARE THE RACIAL DISPARITIES THAT EXIST AT THE 
STATE AND DISTRICT LEVEL? ........................................................................................... 4 
 
 
III.  HOW HAS THE MISLEADING AND INCOMPLETE REPORTING OF THIS ISSUE 
OBSCURED BOTH THE MAGNITUDE AND RACIAL DIMENSIONS OF THE CRISIS?................. 7 
 
 
IV.  CAN STATE AND FEDERAL ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEMS, AS IMPLEMENTED, BE 
APPROPRIATELY STRUCTURED TO IMPROVE HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION RATES, 
ESPECIALLY AMONG CHILDREN OF COLOR?.................................................................... 10 
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS................................................................................................ 15 
 
 
END NOTES ................................................................................................................... 17 
 
 
 

APPENDICES 
 
 
APPENDIX 1: STATE PROFILES..................................................................................... 20 
 
 
APPENDIX 2:  METHODOLOGY AND RESULTS OF 50 STATE SURVEY OF GRADUATION 
RATE ACCOUNTABILITY .................................................................................................. 73 
 
 
APPENDIX 3: DEFINITIONS OF TERMS ................................................................ 81 
 
 
APPENDIX 4: NATIONAL AND STATE GRADUATION RATES ........................ 83 
 
 
APPENDIX 5: PROMOTING POWER....................................................................... 92 
 
 
 



 2

Losing Our Future:   
How Minority Youths are being Left  

Behind by the Graduation Rate Crisis 
 

I. INTRODUCTION: AN INVISIBLE CRISIS 
 
In an increasingly competitive, global economy the consequences of dropping out of high 
school are devastating to individuals, communities and our national economy.  At an 
absolute minimum, adults need a high school diploma if they are to have any reasonable 
opportunities to earn a living wage. A community where many parents are dropouts is 
unlikely to have stable families or social structures.  Most businesses need workers with 
technical skills that require at least a high school diploma. Yet, with little notice, the 
United States is allowing a dangerously high percentage of students to disappear from the 
educational pipeline before graduating from high school.  
 
Nationally, high school graduation rates are low for all students, with only an estimated 
68% of those who enter 9th grade graduating with a regular diploma in12th grade.  But, as 
the table below makes clear, they are substantially lower for most minority groups, and 
particularly for males. According to the calculations used in this report1, in 2001, only 
50% of all black students, 51% of Native American students, and 53% of all Hispanic 
students graduated from high school.  Black, Native American, and Hispanic males fare 
even worse:  43%, 47%, and 48% respectively.   
 
National Graduation Rates By Race and Gender  

By Race/Ethnicity Nation Female Male 

American Indian/AK Nat 51.1 51.4† 47.0† 
Asian/Pacific Islander 76.8 80.0† 72.6† 
Hispanic 53.2 58.5 48 
Black 50.2 56.2 42.8 
White 74.9 77 70.8 
All Students 68 72 64.1 
 
To make matters worse, official “dropout” statistics neither accurately count nor report 
the vast numbers of students who do not graduate from high school. For a variety of 
reasons that are detailed later in this report, the two major sources used most often – the  
Center for Educational Statistics and the Current Population Survey – to calculate 
dropout and graduation rates produce misleading figures.  Moreover, because states 
rarely disaggregate graduation rates by race or socio-economic status, the extremely low 
graduation rates for racial and ethnic minorities, students with disabilities, low-income 
students, and students with limited English proficiency subgroups are rarely the focus of 
debates on education reform.  As a result, the public remains largely unaware of this 
national crisis.  
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This report seeks to highlight these disparities 
to draw the public’s and policymakers’ 
attention to the urgent need to address this 
educational and civil rights crisis.  Using a 
more accurate method for calculating 
graduation rates developed by the Urban 
Institute (see discussion on p. 8) we provide 
estimates of high school graduation rates, 
distinguished at the state and district level, and 
disaggregated by race.  We assert that these 
figures provide a far more realistic portrait of 
graduation rates in this country than those 
commonly reported by states and the federal 
government.   
 
Our analysis of this data focuses on three 
major questions:  First, how deep and 
widespread are the racial disparities that exist 
at the state and district levels?  Second, how 
has the misleading and incomplete reporting of 
this issue obscured both the magnitude of the 
crisis and its racial dimensions?  Finally, 
focusing primarily on the No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB) legislation, we ask whether 
state and federal accountability systems, as 
implemented, are appropriately structured to 
improve high school graduation rates, 
especially among children of color. 
 
Woven throughout this report are narratives 
about students from a sampling of states—
Alabama, Florida, New York, Illinois, and 
Mississippi—who have either dropped or felt 
“pushed” out of school (some are in the 15 
state review). Several of these stories illustrate the “dark side” of high stakes testing 
policies.  Many of these students and their families express shock and dismay when they 
are told they will not be allowed to return to school or to graduate because of their poor 
test performance.  Some were conscientious and hard-working, had done well in their 
classes and had made plans to pursue post-secondary education.  Others had experienced 
severe problems outside of school, but still expressed interest in continuing their 
education.  Yet, they found themselves stranded in an educational no-man’s land with 
few options or advocates.  Collectively, these stories suggest that there may be “perverse 
incentives” in many states to push low-performing students out the back door. If true, 
without more powerful incentives for schools to “hold onto” students through graduation, 
the “push-out syndrome” is likely to grow more severe.      
 

Low Graduation Rates for Students 
With Disabilities 
According to data reported by the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Office of 
Special Education Programs (OSEP), 
graduation rates for students with 
disabilities are just over 32%. 
 Another 11% no longer identified as 
needing special education services 
which means that they became fully 
mainstreamed students without an 
Individualized Educational Plan 
(LEP).  Even if all of those students 
who were no longer listed as having a 
disability earned regular diplomas, 
that would still mean that only 43% of 
students identified as in need of 
special services earn a high school 
diploma.  Six states (Georgia, 
Mississippi, Nevada, Alabama, 
Louisiana, and Florida) graduate 
under 25% of students with special 
needs.  Yet, despite these deeply 
alarming figures, there is little to no 
publicly reported data on graduation 
rates for this subgroup at the district 
level. 
 
Sources: Education Week, Quality Counts 
2004 Citing U.S. Department of Education 
Office for Special Education Programs.  See 
State Pages for more information on New 
York. 



 4

II. HOW DEEP AND WIDESPREAD ARE THE RACIAL DISPARITIES THAT EXIST AT THE 
STATE AND DISTRICT LEVEL? 

 
State Analysis:  When graduation 
rates for each racial group were 
calculated for each state, the racial 
gap between whites and most 
minority groups2 was pronounced.  
However, closer examination of the 
data for each minority group 
revealed that across 50 states, there 
were a few states where the gap 
was non-existent or reversed.  For 
Blacks the gap averaged 24.7 
percentage points nationally and 
ranged from 0.0 (Alaska) to 41.3 
(Wisconsin) percentage points. For 
Hispanics, the disparity average for 
the nation was 21.7 points and 
ranged from being 6.2 points 
(Louisiana) higher than whites to 
43.4 (New York) points below. For 
Native Americans the average was 
23.8 below whites nationally, but 
had the largest range, from 2.8 
(Alabama) above to 56.4 
(Pennsylvania) below.  Despite 
these wide ranges, in every state 
(except Hawaii) that had 
disaggregated data, for at least one 
minority group, there existed a 
large (5 or > points) and negative 
gap compared to whites. (see tables 
A-F in Appendix 4).  
 
The chart on the following page 
reveals that even when the states 
with the lowest graduation rates are 
compared, the worst rates for 
Blacks and Latino students are over 
20 percentage points lower than the 
worst rates for white students.   

Jefferson Davis County, Mississippi 

In 2000, the Mississippi Board of Education approved 
a change to graduation requirements.  The policy 
revision applies to students who began the 9th grade 
in school year 1999-2000 or later.  The new 
requirements are that in order to graduate, all high 
school students must pass four subject area tests.  The 
subject area tests are: Algebra I, Biology I, English II, 
and US History from 1877 to the present.  These tests 
are to be phased in over time to replace the Functional 
Literacy Exam (FLE) as a requirement for graduation. 
In the spring of 2003, Tamara1 was in her senior year 
of high school and planning to attend college in the 
fall.  She had completed all of the requirements for 
graduation.  She had even raised her grade point 
average over the course of her senior year; she was 
getting B’s and even some A’s.  She was, however, 
unable to pass the reading portion of the Functional 
Literacy Exam.  After failing it once, she studied for 
over a year for the test, taking remedial classes offered 
by her school.  She was unable to master it.  Her 
mother had always suspected that her daughter had a 
learning disability with regard to reading.  However, 
this disability had never been diagnosed.   
 Tamara had never had an educational assessment 
performed, much less received any special services.  
Tamara’s mother wanted desperately for Tamara to be 
re-tested over the summer so that she could attend 
college in the fall.  She was told that there was to be 
no re-testing over the summer and that Tamara would 
need to retake the test in September if she wanted 
another opportunity to pass it.1  However, this made it 
impossible for Tamara to enroll in college, which 
began in August.  Discouraged, Tamara did not re-
take the exam this past fall, has not received a 
diploma, and recently got a job working at a local 
factory. 
 
Source:  Clara Hall, Chapter President, Parents for Public 
Schools – See State Pages for more Information on 
Mississippi 
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Four Lowest State Graduation Rates By Racial Group  

Race/Ethnicity State / Rate State / Rate State / Rate State / Rate 
Black New York-35.1 Ohio-39.6 Nevada-40.5 Florida-41.0 
Hispanic New York-31.9 Mass.-36.1 Michigan-36.3 Iowa-40.5 
White Florida-57.9 Nevada-62.0 Georgia-62.4 Mississippi-63.3 
 (Derived from Urban Institute Analysis of 50 states. All states listed in Tables A-E) 
 
District Analysis:  A closer look at the nation’s 100 largest school districts reveals more 
disturbing figures.  For the predominantly Latino populations in New York City and 
Houston school districts, the graduation rates are 38% and 40%, respectively; and lower 
still for the predominantly Black districts of Oakland (30.4%), Atlanta (39.6%), 
Cleveland (30%) and Columbus (34.4%).  (See Table F for complete table of 100 
districts) 3 
 
A review of characteristics of districts with low graduation rates across the nation 
highlights a number of trends.  As the table below indicates, districts with high poverty, 
located in central cities, with high percentages of students with disabilities, or with high 
percentages of English language learners are more likely to have low graduation rates.   
 
Graduation Rates by 
District Type 
District Type CPI Grad. Rate
Racial Composition  

Majority White 74.1% 
Majority Minority 56.4% 

LEP Participation  
Low (<9%) 70.3% 
High (>9%) 60.1% 

Free/Reduced Lunch  
Low (<38%) 76.0% 
High (>38%) 57.6% 

Special Education  
Low (<13%) 69.7% 
High (>13%) 65.0% 

Location  
Central City 57.5% 

Suburb 72.7% 
Town 69.1% 
Rural 71.9% 

 

Brief Definition of Terms 
Limited English Proficiency (LEP):  
The percent of students in the district 
who are being served in language 
assistance programs, where the 
language being learned is English.   
Free or Reduced Lunch (FRL):  The 
percent of students in a district who are 
eligible to participate in either the free 
or reduced price lunch programs under 
the National School Lunch Act. 
Special Education:  The percentage of 
students in a district that have a written 
Individualized Education Program 
(IEP) under IDEA-Part B.   
Location:  A description of a district’s 
locale classified according to its 
general level of urbanization or 
population density, expressed in terms 
of four mutually-exclusive categories:  
Central City, Suburb, Town, and Rural.
For more detailed descriptions, see 
Appendix - Definition of Terms.  
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Impact of Segregation:5  Not surprisingly, poverty is a powerful predictor of failing to 
graduate.  However, this report reveals that, independent of poverty, the level of 
segregation and the proportion of nonwhite students is also related to higher dropout 
rates.  The Urban Institute has estimated 
statistical models to predict graduation 
rates while at the same time taking into 
account the effects of multiple district 
characteristics including: the percent of 
students eligible for free or reduced price 
lunch; minority enrollment; segregation 
levels; and funding levels to explore the 
relationship between district context and 
failing to graduate.  We find that the 
poverty of the school district matters a 
great deal.  Results further indicate that 
whether a student attends a school district 
with a high concentration of minority 
students and has little exposure to white 
students in school is also a strong 
predictor of failing to graduate. 
 
These findings are consistent with an 
independent study by researchers at Johns 
Hopkins University.6 They looked at 
urban high schools across the country and 
performed an enrollment comparison 
based on what they termed the 
“promotion” or “holding power” of a 
school. 7 When they examined enrollment 
data in urban schools from the 100 largest 
school districts in the country,8 they 
found that, in almost half of the schools 
sampled (317 of the 661), the twelfth 
grade class had shrunk by more than half 
from the school’s ninth grade class four 
years earlier.  Most noteworthy is that, in 
schools where 90% or more of the 
enrollment were students of color, only 
42% of all the freshmen advanced to grade 12 (see state analysis of school holding power 
in appendix in Tables 2 and 3).  
 
In other words, the growing segregation of our public schools, cited in The Civil Rights 
Project’s 2004 report, “Brown at 50: King’s Dream or Plessy’s Nightmare” is likely a 
contributing factor to low graduation rates.9 Almost 9 of 10 intensely segregated minority 
schools also have concentrated poverty.  These schools are characterized by a host of 
problems, including lower levels of competition from peers, less qualified and 

The Human Cost and Economic Loss 
of Dropping Out 
The number of jobs offering livable wages for 
individuals without high school diplomas 
grows fewer each year, as demonstrated by 
the rapid shrinkage of the industrial work 
force, which lost 2.3 million jobs since 1991. 
In 2001 the unemployment rate for dropouts 
25 years old and over was almost 75 percent 
higher than for high school graduates—7.3 
percent versus 4.2 percent.  Approximately, 
two thirds of all state prison inmates have 
not completed high school. 

The U.S. Census estimates that high school 
dropouts will earn $270,000 less than high 
school graduates over their working lives. 
Census data also show that the earnings gap 
between high school graduates and dropouts 
has grown over the last two decades – in 
1975, high school graduates earned 90% as 
much as high school graduates; in 1999, 
high school dropouts earned 70% as much. 

The negative impact of not graduating may 
be more severe for some minority groups. 
For instance, a 2002 Census Bureau report 
shows that the mean earnings of young adult 
Latinos who finish high school are 43% 
higher than those who drop out.  The earning 
gaps are much larger for graduates with 
some college education, even if they do not 
finish a degree.  A 2003 report on the 
Chicago job market shows that more than 
half of young adult male African American 
dropouts in that city have no job at all4. 
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experienced teachers, narrower and less advanced course selection, more student turnover 
during the year, and students with many health and emotional problems related to poverty 
and to living in ghetto or barrio conditions.  Few whites, including poor whites, ever 
experience such schools.   
 
III.  HOW HAS THE MISLEADING AND INCOMPLETE REPORTING OF THIS ISSUE 
OBSCURED BOTH THE MAGNITUDE AND RACIAL DIMENSIONS OF THE CRISIS? 
 
Inaccurate and Misleading Estimates:  There is little or no state or federal oversight of 
graduation rate reports for accuracy.  In some schools, a missing student is presumed to 
either be in school or to have graduated, when, in fact, that student may well have 
dropped out.  Incredibly, some states report a 5% dropout rate for African Americans, 
when, in reality, only half of its young adult African Americans are graduating with 
diplomas. For example, very low dropout rates for grades 9-12 are reported for Blacks in 
Florida (3.9%), Texas (2.6%), and Missouri (5.4%),10 but as this report reveals, Blacks in 
these states are graduating in the 50% range or lower.  Graduation rates based on reported 
enrollment suggest strongly that there are large numbers of “missing” students that go 
completely unaccounted for in either official dropout or graduation rate reports (See 
Tables A - F and state profiles in appendix for comparison of CPI with official graduation 
rates).  
 
As a nation, we expend considerably more funds gathering and checking test data than 
we commit to accurately assessing whether students graduate from high school.  Phillip 
Kaufman, of MPR Associates, commented in 2001 that, “the Federal Government spends 
over $40 million on the National Assessment of Educational Progress. It probably spends 
less than $l million on dropout statistics.”11  

One tragedy of such weak policies on graduation rate reporting is that no state can say 
with precision what percentage of students who start high school actually earn a bona fide 
diploma.  Moreover, the graduation and dropout estimates that most states have been 
accustomed to reporting were often grossly inaccurate and therefore misleading.12   For 
example, some dropout rates reported were limited to enrolled 12th graders, and thus 
excluded the sizeable numbers of students who dropped out before reaching the 12th 
grade.13  
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Unfortunately, the modified National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
formula used by most states relies 
heavily on underestimated dropout data, 
and significantly overestimates 
graduation rates compared to other 
methods.14  For example, schools often 
report students who never receive 
degrees as successfully transferring to 
some other school. In Texas, any 
student that cannot be accounted for is 
removed from the calculation of 
dropouts as if they never existed.15 
Sometimes students who are 
incarcerated or who have left school but 
are over the mandatory attendance age 
in their high schools are not counted as 
dropouts, though they never graduate.  
Moreover, because data on dropouts are 
often unavailable, the NCES 
calculations are based on only about 
half of the districts nationally, and 
therefore represent far fewer students 
than measures that avoid using dropout 
data.16 
 
The other major source for publicly 
reported information on graduation 
rates is the Current Population Survey 
(CPS), conducted by the Census 
Bureau.  Findings from the CPS 
produce inaccurate estimates of the 
graduation rate in public high schools 
for a number of reasons.  For instance, 
CPS graduation rates are based on a 
survey conducted on a statistical sample 
of the young adult population rather 
than on data from actual public school 
systems.  In this self-report survey, 
respondents may not clearly distinguish 
between diplomas and GED's or may 
otherwise misreport their actual levels of educational attainment.  In addition, because the 
survey does not sample institutionalized populations, the CPS has been criticized for its 
undercount of young Blacks and Latinos, who are incarcerated at disproportionately high 
rates.  

Economic Benefits of GED vs. High 
School Diploma 
In the past ten years, the percentage of high 
school students completing a GED or other 
alternative degree has more than doubled.  
Specifically, 10 percent of all young people 
completed high school through an alternative 
means in 1998 compared to 4 percent in 1988. 
A review of the most recent research by Russell 
Rumberger of U.C. Santa Barbara suggests that, 
a high school equivalency diploma does not 
yield the same benefits to its holders as a high 
school diploma.  One study compared a sample 
of male dropouts who earned a GED with high 
school graduates and concluded  that exam-
certified high school graduates are statistically 
indistinguishable from high school dropout.  
(Cameron & Heckman, 1993).  Another study of 
a younger sample of male respondents, found 
that although exam-certified graduates did not 
earn significantly more than dropouts 
immediately after completing school, their 
earnings did grow at a significantly faster rate 
over the first six years of post-school work 
experience (Murnane, Willett, & Boudett, 1995).  
Two more recent studies found more varied 
effects of obtaining a GED—one study found it 
only benefits male dropouts with weak cognitive 
skills (Murnane, Willet, & Tyler, 2000); the 
other found it only benefits whites but not 
minority dropouts (Tyler, Murnane, & Willet, 
2000).  A final study found that GED holders 
were less likely to be employed and invest in 
post-high school education and training than 
graduates with diplomas (Rumberger & Lamb, 
2003). A recent review of the research that 
includes these and other studies supports these 
conclusions and also finds that the GED option 
may encourage more students to dropout of 
school (Tyler, 2003). 
Source:  Russell W. Rumberger, The Economic and 
Social Impact of High School Dropouts, Draft, 
January 12, 2004.   
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Some states like Texas do not rely on 
estimates.  Instead Texas tracks every student 
with individual identifiers and has been praised 
often for its computer-based accountability 
system. The Texas graduation rate calculation 
for NCLB accountability, however, removes 
students from the enrollment data once they 
drop out and enroll in a GED program and 
fundamentally treats such students as if they 
no longer exist.  Although the regulations 
specifically prohibit counting GED recipients 
as graduates, the Texas graduation rate 
formula has been approved by the federal 
government. Moreover, research shows that 
even states like Texas that claim to track 
individual students report that significant 
numbers of students disappear from enrollment 
with no explanation.17  
 
Finding A More Accurate Measure:  The 
most accurate method for tracking high school 
graduation rates would be to provide each 
student with a single lifetime school 
identification number that would follow him or 
her throughout his or her entire school career. 
Until this nation implements and carefully 
monitors such a system, we will never know 
exactly what happens to students.18 
 
We believe that the most useful and accurate 
estimates of high school graduation rates 
currently are based on the actual enrollment 
data that each district provides annually to the 
nation’s Common Core of Data. Using this Common Core, Dr. Christopher Swanson of 
The Urban Institute developed the Cumulative Promotion Index (CPI) which we consider 
the most accurate of all the methods for estimating graduation rates. CPI is not only more 
accurate than the method developed by the U.S. Department of Education and chosen by 
most states, it could generate more useful estimates in two years rather than the four 
required by the other methods. (see Appendix for full discussion of the CPI formula 
including related technical issues). 
 
The CPI statistically examines changes in enrollment and likelihood of graduating with a 
high school diploma by combining the average success of groups of students moving 
from ninth grade to tenth grade, from tenth grade to the junior year, from junior to senior 
year, and from senior year to graduation, at the district and state level.19  This method 

The 9th Grade Enrollment “Bubble” 
Suggests that Graduation Rates are 
Driven Lower by Test-Driven Grade 
Retention Policies. 
A recent national study of enrollment 
trends produced by researchers at Boston 
College suggests that state policies that 
require schools to retain students in grade 
or deny them high school diplomas on the 
basis of test scores alone are increasing 
the likelihood that these students will drop 
out before graduating.  The study points 
out that in the last 10 years there has been 
a dramatic increase in the numbers of 
students forced to repeat 9th grade, and a 
decline in the percentage of students 
graduating. According to the report, “the 
decline in graduation rates is greatest in 
states that require students to pass exams 
in order to be promoted to the next grade 
and/or to graduate from high school.  
Walt Haney, the lead author of the study, 
points out that there is a wealth of 
research depicting a robust correlation 
between grade retention and eventually 
dropping out.  When factors such as 
migration, home-schooling, private school 
enrollment and teen mortality were 
accounted for the trends remained. 

Source: The Educational Pipeline in the 
U.S., 1970--2000, January 2004. Walter 
Haney, George Madaus, Lisa Abrams, 
Anne Wheelock, Jing Miao, and Ilean 
Grura. 
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allows comparisons across years, districts, and states using a common metric treatment 
and a constant statistical treatment.  It is very useful for determining which groups 
experience the greatest difficulty graduating from high school and whether progress in 
improving high school completion rates is being achieved.   
 
Such estimates based on enrollment data are often criticized because they do not 
accurately adjust for a large, well-documented statistical 9th grade “bubble” that is likely 
caused when 9th grade students are retained in grade (see sidebar on previous page).  
When simulations were run to test the accuracy of commonly used methods, including 
the NCES modified method, the CPI graduation rate estimate, though not perfect, was the 
least susceptible to bias caused by the 9th grade enrollment bulge.20 However, it should be 
noted that an enrollment bulge caused the CPI and all other measures examined to 
underestimate, not overestimate, the actual graduation rate.  Therefore, this suggests that 
all measures are currently overestimating graduation rates, and actual rates would likely 
prove even lower. 
 
 
IV.  CAN STATE AND FEDERAL ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEMS, AS IMPLEMENTED, BE 
APPROPRIATELY STRUCTURED TO IMPROVE HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION RATES, 
ESPECIALLY AMONG CHILDREN OF COLOR?  
 
Recently, Congress took a first step in recognizing the severity of the dropout problem in 
this country by including graduation rate accountability provisions in the No Child Left 
Behind, (NCLB) legislation enacted in 2002.  Unfortunately, this provision is not being 
seriously enforced, while provisions creating incentives for removing low-scoring 
students are rigidly followed.   
 
In general, NCLB seeks to improve the achievement of disadvantaged students by 
targeting federal resources to those states, districts and schools with large percentages of 
children in poverty. Attached to the federal dollars are implementation requirements 
regarding school and district accountability that Congress believed would stimulate 
effective education reforms.  Specifically, the No Child Left Behind Act required states to 
develop achievement tests, in at least reading and math, and use the test scores to 
evaluate the efficacy of all schools and districts.  The central element of this evaluation 
was that all schools and districts demonstrate that their students have achieved 100% 
proficiency in reading and math in twelve years.  To ensure the goal will be met, each 
state is required to establish annual benchmarks for academic outcomes for its schools 
and districts.  The state monitors progress of the districts, which are in turn required to 
monitor their schools, to ensure that each school is making Adequate Yearly Progress 
(AYP) toward reaching the 100% goal.   
 
If a school or district fails to make Adequate Yearly Progress for two years in a row, it is 
flagged for technical assistance and labeled as “needing improvement.”21  If it cannot 
improve by utilizing technical assistance provided by the overseeing agency, that agency 
must intervene.22  NCLB provides choices that range from harsh—whereby schools can 
be closed, federal funds withdrawn and staff fired—to the less aggressive approach, such 
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as the agency may require a school or district to hire a consultant and submit a school 
improvement plan on the other end of the spectrum.23  Decisions about interventions are 
made by the agency responsible for oversight.24   
 
The overwhelming focus of many states and school districts aiming to avoid test-driven 
accountability sanctions has led to increased reports across the nation of schools that 
“push out” low achieving students (see sidebars throughout this report and in the section 
on state profiles) in order to help raise their overall test scores.  The following scenario 
illustrates this incentive. Imagine a school has one thousand 10th grade students. Three 
hundred are very low achievers and fail a proficiency test. The remaining 700 are 
predominantly moderate achiever students, and pass. The school does not make the AYP 
testing goals.  The next year the pressure is higher because two years under the goal will 
result in state intervention.  NCLB requires that an even higher percentage of the students 
who are enrolled will have to pass the test for the school to make AYP. 95% of the 
enrolled 11th graders must take the test.  However, if 200 of the 300 low achievers leave 
for a GED program or simply drop out before the year gets underway, the “leavers” will 
not be tested or counted for test-based accountability. As a result, the smaller test pool 
will have far fewer low achievers and the test scores of this group, compared to the 
original, should rise considerably.   Without one additional dollar spent on instruction or 
academic support for the low achievers, the school’s test profile will have improved 
dramatically in just one year.   
 
NCLB also requires that racial and ethnic minorities, English Language Learners, 
students with disabilities, and students from low-income families make “Adequate Yearly 
Progress,” as defined in the Statute.  If any of these groups of students do not meet the 
state’s standards, the educational agency in question has not made “Adequate Yearly 
Progress.”  It is well established that students in these groups are disproportionately low 
achieving.  Despite the great benefits that could accrue from a sound system of subgroup 
accountability for academic achievement, students in these groups are more likely to get 
pressure to leave when test scores alone determine whether schools and districts are 
sanctioned.  
 
There is one accountability second chance for schools and districts under NCLB.  That 
second chance mechanism is called the “safe harbor” because it allows a school or district 
to “make AYP” even if a given subgroup does not meet a test proficiency goal.25  In such 
cases the number of students within the subgroup in question who score proficient or 
better must increase by 10 percent over the previous year.  In addition, the subgroup in 
question must also demonstrate improvement on one other academic indicator.  In the 
case of a high school, the subgroup’s graduation rate, or another indicator could be 
chosen.  Under the safe harbor, graduation rate improvement of a subgroup could only 
prevent a school from failing AYP if graduation rate was chosen as the “other indicator.”  
 
Graduation rate accountability provisions were inserted into the Act’s definition of 
“Adequate Yearly Progress,” in part, to create a counter incentive for school officials to 
hold onto, rather than push out, struggling and disadvantaged students.26  The original 
intent of the legislation was that a district or school’s failure to achieve adequate 
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graduation rates would also result in failing to 
make adequate yearly progress. If a school 
failed to meet adequate rates for two 
consecutive years, it would be sent into “school 
improvement status.”27  However, our review 
of federal and state graduation rate 
accountability thus far suggests that the 
Department of Education has allowed 
confusion and inconsistency to reign.28  In fact, 
in some instances, the Department of 
Education has taken steps that demonstrably 
weaken the graduation rate accountability 
provision in the law.   
 
The Failure of States and the Department of 
Education to Effectively Implement 
Graduation Rate Accountability:  This 
report’s review of “federally approved” state 
plans, including a follow-up survey of state 
officials (completed in January of 2004), 
revealed that most states have no meaningful 
graduation rate accountability in place.29 In 
fact, 39 states set a “soft” AYP goal for 
graduation rates.  By “soft,” we mean schools 
and districts that fall below the graduation rate 
goal established by the state can still “make 
AYP” if they exhibit even the smallest degree 
of improvement from one year to the next.  
Only 10 states set a true floor for adequacy in 
graduation rates whereby schools and districts 
that do not meet the stated goals for two 
consecutive years are designated as having 
failed to make AYP.30  (see table on p. 14). 
 
The Texas system is representative of the 39 
“soft” systems. The Texas plan requires 
schools to either meet the “70%” benchmark 
“or show improvement.”  The required “improvement” in Texas is tiny, just 1/10th of 1 
percent per year for any school or district that falls below the 70% goal.  The New York 
plan is slightly more rigorous. New York sets a lower graduation rate goal of 55% and 
requires a full 1% improvement for schools and districts under the goal to achieve AYP. 
 
Similarly, California sets a lofty goal of 100% yet gives passes on AYP for “any 
improvement.”  Given that Native Americans, Blacks and Hispanics are currently 
graduating at rates of between 49% and 57%, (see California State Profile in Appendix 
1), we estimate that meeting California’s 100% goal could take over 500 years if they 

New York 
Felicia is a 19-year-old Latina student who 
often struggled academically in high school.  
In January 2001 at the age of 17, Felicia 
and her mother were told by Felicia's 
school that Felicia was too old to stay in 
high school, did not have enough credits to 
remain in high school and had to attend a 
GED program.  At this meeting, Felicia and 
her mother repeatedly stated that Felicia 
wanted to stay in high school, but the school 
insisted that she was too old and had to go 
to a GED program.  At the time of this 
meeting, Felicia had 16 credits.  It would 
have been possible for her to accumulate 
enough credits and Regents exams to 
graduate before her 21st birthday.  Instead, 
she was forced to spend over two years out 
of school.  Other than one summer of 
summer school, Felicia was never provided 
tutoring, counseling or other services 
before being told she could no longer 
remain in high school.  Felicia was never 
informed of her right to be in school until 
age 21.  Felicia attended a GED program 
from February 2001 to December 2001.  In 
March 2003, Felicia contacted AFC, who 
advised her of her right to be in school and 
worked with Felicia to reenroll her in a 
high school.  Felicia attended high school 
for the remainder of the 2002-2003 school 
year and passed all of her classes except 
one.  She returned to high school in 
September 2003 and is now working 
towards a Regents diploma. 
For More Information on New York, see the 
State Profiles Section. 
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disaggregated for graduation rate accountability.  But the state of California, like Texas, 
New York and most others, disaggregates for test score accountability, but not for 
graduation rate accountability,31 except where improvement in graduation rates could 
help an otherwise struggling school make AYP by using the “safe harbor” provision. In 
other words, if a school or district’s aggregate graduation rate is high enough, and if the 
racial and ethnic subgroups meet the test proficiency goal, the state does not look at the 
graduation rates of racial and ethnic subgroups when determining AYP.   
 
In a controversial decision, United States Secretary of Education Paige issued regulations 
stating that graduation rates did not have to be disaggregated by minority subgroups for 
accountability purposes except for the “safe harbor” provision.32  This decision represents 
a substantive departure from the law’s disaggregation requirement for accountability 
purposes in testing, and does not reflect the will of the Congress. It means that each state 
is now required only to set a graduation rate for students, in the aggregate.  In fact, not 
only were systems similar to those in New York, California and Texas approved in every 
state, but “off the record,” some state education officials suggested that the Department 
of Education’s approval of weaker systems had encouraged them to employ “softer” 
graduation rate requirements than they had originally proposed. 33 In essence, by 
approving these permissive plans, while holding firm on test-driven accountability, the 
Department has effectively allowed the incentives to push out low achieving minority 
students to continue unchecked.   
 
For graduation rate accountability to cancel out this incentive, school systems and state 
governments must report accurate graduation rate statistics as required in No Child Left 
Behind and then seriously enforce the graduation rate requirement by, first, setting 
reasonable graduation rate floors; second, requiring significant progress toward meeting 
those floors over a reasonable period of time; and third, extending graduation rate 
accountability benchmarks to the subgroups.  They also need to provide schools with the 
resources and programs that can effectively reduce dropout rates and support students to 
successfully complete their high school degrees.   
   
Thus far, the resistance to rigorous graduation rate accountability at both the state and 
federal level casts serious doubt on whether there is the political will to educate all 
children to high standards.  Despite the oft-stated goal of leaving no child behind, under 
current accountability systems, schools can be deemed “highly performing” even if half 
of their minority freshmen never graduate.   
 
50 State Survey of Graduation Rate Accountability As Reported By State Officials 
Or State Accountability Plans: The following survey was performed in the fall of 2003 
through January 2004.  A review of each state’s web site was conducted for available 
information on graduation rate accountability and officially reported graduation rates. In 
many cases, there was no posted graduation rate goal or minimum requirement for NCLB 
accountability.  For every state, researchers followed their web review with an interview 
of the appropriate state official.  In many cases, these interviews proved critical for 
finding out how graduation rate accountability was conducted.  Frequently, more than 
one official was interviewed.  To determine whether there was a “floor” or a “soft” 
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accountability system each interviewee was asked whether a school or district that fell 
below the stated goal could still make “adequate yearly progress” by showing some 
improvement in the rate from the prior year.  If the interviewee answered yes, then the 
system was put into the “soft” category, and excluded from the category of states that 
were listed as having a “floor.” 34 
 
State Graduation Rate Accountability Summary 

Absolute Floor for 
AYP? 

State’s 
Goal For 
Graduation 
Rate 

Required 
Degree of 
Graduation 
Rate 
Improvement 

Does State Disaggregate 
Graduation Rates By 
Race For Initial AYP 
Determinations? 

No = 39 
Yes = 10 
N/A = 1 

Range 
50-100% 

Between 1/10 
of 1% to 10% 
annually 

No = 40 
Yes = 9 
NA = 1 

See the Appendix for Complete Information on all 50 States. 
 
The positive news is that four states—Colorado, Illinois, North Dakota, and Oregon—
have implemented graduation rate accountability plans that include both a floor and 
require that data be disaggregated by race.  Unfortunately, three of the four—Illinois, 
North Dakota and Oregon—are among the majority of states that, as this report 
demonstrates, use NCES accounting methods that tend to inflate graduation rates.  
 
All the states for which disaggregated graduation rates could be calculated (46 and 
D.C.)35 would fail if a real standard for graduation rates and meaningful 
accountability were imposed.  Assuming a minimum district graduation rate 
requirement of 66 percent and graduation rates estimated in a consistent and accurate 
manner across the nation, 46 states and the District of Columbia would fail to meet this 
benchmark either for their student population as a whole or for at least one minority 
subgroup.  In Pennsylvania, for example, graduation rates for whites are among the 
highest in the nation (at 81 percent), while fewer than half of Latino and African 
American students earn a diploma (41 and 46 percent respectively).   
 
The drop-out/push-out problem for minority school children in the U.S. is likely to 
grow more severe with the continued overemphasis on test-based accountability.   
Schools and districts may find it easier and more cost-effective to raise overall test scores 
by removing low performing students from the test-taking pool than investing in the 
resources and programs needed to improve the academic performance of struggling 
students.  Unless the test-driven accountability system for schools in this country is 
balanced with more powerful incentives for schools to “hold onto” students through 
graduation, the “drop-out/push-out syndrome” is likely to worsen.   
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The following recommendations do not constitute a comprehensive list of the actions, 
remedies and programs needed to improve on-time high school graduation rates in this 
country.  Rather, they offer a narrower set of recommendations that directly address 
some of the reporting and accountability issues discussed throughout this report.   
 
1. Immediate action must be taken to ensure that accurate graduation rates are 
reported to the public, and that these rates are disaggregated for all major student 
subgroups.  Under an accurate system, the number of graduates, the number of dropouts, 
the number of confirmed transfers, and legitimate removals from school rosters should be 
equivalent to 100% of the entering high school class.  The National Center for Education 
Statistics should begin collecting the number of graduates at each school by race for 
inclusion in the Common Core of Data.  Currently districts collect the data from 
individual schools and report it to the Common Core.  Since schools must collect the 
school data, this requirement would also help detect reporting errors and identify schools 
that are failing to report any data. 
 
2.  States should be strongly encouraged to institute longitudinal tracking of all 
students through a unique common identifier system that would follow students 
throughout their schooling.  When this system in a given state achieves a sufficiently 
high level of coverage it should produce the publicly reported statistics on graduation and 
dropouts.  But we recommend using a CPI or other estimated system to check even 
individualized tracking systems.  Such cross-checking would help detect errors or the 
inappropriate exclusion of certain groups of students (i.e. those who enroll in a GED 
program should be included in the cohort) from the longitudinal individualized system.  
 
3. Pending the development of ideal systems, states should implement the 
congressional mandate for accurate graduation rate reporting and accountability by 
using the more accurate CPI graduation rate estimates. No estimate is perfect, but 
there is no individualized tracking system with a proven record of accuracy either.  
Therefore, while such systems are being developed, the legal obligation for graduation 
rate accountability under NCLB must still be fulfilled.  The current requirements include 
a process for schools and districts to challenge AYP determinations on statistical and 
other grounds safeguarding schools from being sanctioned unfairly. 
 
4. Graduation rate accountability must include a reasonable graduation rate floor.  
A pass for accountability purposes should be available to some schools and districts 
falling under the floor, but there must be a far more rigorous standard for such 
exceptions, one that is tied to significant and steady improvement over a period of years. 
To be approved, accountability systems must be more rigorous, and eliminate all 
incentives to raise test scores by excluding students and to focus school leadership on 
graduation as a central goal. 
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5. The regulations that specifically removed the requirement of disaggregation of 
graduation rates for determining adequate yearly progress and sanctions should be 
rescinded. Nothing in the NCLB statute suggests that graduation rates should be 
excepted from disaggregated accountability. The exception for graduation rates means 
that every school and district meeting the aggregate graduation rate requirements can 
make AYP regardless of how low the graduation rates of a given minority group may be. 
In doing so the regulations also increase the likelihood that racial disparities in graduation 
rates will increase.  It heightens the incentive of school officials to push out low 
achieving minority students because sanctions would never be levied on the basis of low 
minority graduation rates alone, and because pushing out low achieving minorities 
improves the likelihood of meeting the testing requirements for that subgroup. 
 
6. Incentives to push students out of school should be replaced with rewards for 
keeping students in school.  Improved accountability for low graduation rates alone will 
not solve the dropout crisis. This report and other research suggests that multiple factors 
may contribute to a student’s eventual dropping out of school.  Further research is needed 
to identify and evaluate effective intervention and dropout prevention programs, as well 
as those policies and practices under a school’s control that may exacerbate the crisis.  
We recommend increasing the use of Title I funds in high schools, particularly for 
transition and dropout intervention programs. We also recommend the federal 
government establish a research priority in this area.  The goal of experimentation and 
research should be to develop long-term investments that will lead to increased high 
school graduation rates, particularly for minority and disadvantaged youths.  
 
7.  The extremely low graduation rates of Black, Native American and Latino males 
cries out for immediate action informed by research.  While the plight of minority 
male children is no secret in America, there is little research, intervention or 
accountability directed specifically at subgroups of minority males.  Education 
policymakers need to use research and proven interventions more proactively to address 
the unacceptably high rates of school failure experienced by Black, Latino and Native 
American males. 
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END NOTES 
 
                                                 
1 The reported rate estimates used in this table are based on enrollment data.  No estimates are flawless, but 
as discussed later in this report, the rates reported here are among the most accurate available.   
2 Asian American /Pacific Islanders are included in the tables in the appendix but excluded here because 
their average graduation rate was higher than whites. 
3 While it is important to note that there are occasional irregularities in how schools report their data which 
contribute to inaccuracies at the district level, the very low numbers for Black and Latino students are 
found fairly consistently in hundreds of smaller districts  throughout the nation. 
4 Sources for this section are as follows:  
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Manufacturing,” on-line table, modified October 2, 2003 
 (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003, Table 380). 
The Sentencing Project, “Facts About Prisons and Prisoners.” 
U.S. Census Bureau, 2003, Table POV29 
(Catterall, 1987) 
Danini Supik & Johnson, 1999 
U.S. Census, The Big Payoff: Educational Attainment and Synthetic Estimates of Work-Life Earnings, 
(2003).  Retrieved February 18, 2004 from: http://www.census.gov/prod/2002pubs/p23-210.pdf 
Russell W. Rumberger, The Economic and Social Impact of High School Dropouts, Draft, January 12, 
2004. 
5 Christopher B. Swanson (2004.) Who Graduates? Who Doesn’t? A Statistical Profile of Public High 
School Graduation, Class of 2001. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute. 
http://www.urban.org/url.cfm?ID=410934 
6 Robert Balfanz and Nettie Legters, Weak Promoting Power, Minority Concentration, and High Schools 
with Severe Dropout Rates in Urban America: A Multiple Cohort Analysis of the 1990s Using the Common 
Core of Data, Prepared for The Civil Rights Project at Harvard University, Conference on Making 
Dropouts Visible, June 3, 2003 Teachers College, Columbia University. 
7 This measure only requires considering the number of students that a school “loses” from ninth grade 
through grade twelve, without counting actual diplomas.  Although it does not offer a true graduation 
estimate, the holding power analysis provides a useful and quick calculation for identifying and 
highlighting districts and schools with problematic graduation rates.   
8 See Robert Balfanz and Nettie Legters, Weak Promoting Power, Minority Concentration, and High 
Schools with Severe Dropout Rates in Urban America: A Multiple Cohort Analysis of the 1990s Using the 
Common Core of Data, Prepared for The Civil Rights Project at Harvard University, Conference on 
Making Dropouts Visible, June 3, 2003 Teachers College, Columbia University. 
9 Orfield, Gary & Lee, Chungmei.  (2004).  Brown At 50: King’s Dream or Plessy’s Nightmare?  
Cambridge, MA: The Civil Rights Project at Harvard University. 
10 Missouri 
http://www.dese.state.mo.us/commissioner/statereportcard/studentperformance.html#High%20School%20
Graduation%20Rates 
Texas 
http://www.tea.state.tx.us/research/pdfs/0001drpt.pdf 
Florida 
http://www.myfloridaeducation.com/eias 
11 Kaufman, Phillip. (2001).  The National Dropout Data Collection System: Assessing Consistency, p. 30. 
Presented at “Dropouts in America” conference sponsored by The Civil Rights Project at Harvard 
University and Achieve, Inc. January 13, 2001. 
12 The 2001 national conference Dropouts in America, co-sponsored by The Civil Rights Project and 
Achieve, Inc., reported that the two dominant sources of information most commonly used to compute 
dropout and graduation rates—the National Center for Education Statistics estimates and the survey data 
collected by the Current Population Survey of the Census Bureau—seriously underestimate the number and 
percentage of students who fail to graduate from school.  
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13 Kaufman, Phillip. (2001).  The National Dropout Data Collection System: Assessing Consistency, p. 30. 
Presented at “Dropouts in America” conference sponsored by The Civil Rights Project at Harvard 
University and Achieve, Inc. January 13, 2001. 
14 The Coverage varies from state to state.  For detailed reporting including coverage statistics see 
Christopher B. Swanson (2003.) Keeping Count and Losing Count.  Calculating Graduation Rates for All 
Students Under NCLB Accountability.  Washington D.C., Urban Institute. 
15 http://www.tea.state.tx.us/research/pdfs/0001drpt.pdf 
16 The Coverage varies from state to state.  For detailed reporting including coverage statistics see 
Christopher B. Swanson (2004.) Who Graduates? Who Doesn’t? A Statistical Profile of Public High 
School Graduation, Class of 2001. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute. 
http://www.urban.org/url.cfm?ID=410934 
17 Kaufman, Phillip. (2001).  The National Dropout Data Collection System: Assessing Consistency, p. 30. 
Presented at “Dropouts in America” conference sponsored by The Civil Rights Project at Harvard 
University and Achieve, Inc. January 13, 2001. 
18 No system can provide completely accurate data.  In their proposals to comply with the requirements for 
graduation accountability in No Child Left Behind, only eight states planned to actually track students, and 
most of the systems they have devised leave room for large improvements.  Setting up new systems and 
obtaining data over the high school career of students would require a minimum of five years to produce 
answers, assuming a very high quality system could be established.  Until then we have to rely on statistical 
analysis of existing data, which is far less costly but has limits.   
19 See definitions in Appendix. 
20 Swanson, Christopher. In Search of the Graduation Rate: Issues, Methodology, and Potential Solutions 
(2004). Presentation for the National Panel on High School Dropout and Graduation Rates, National Center 
for Education Statistics, Washington D.C., January 14, 2004.  The simulated tests did show that the CPI 
method, like all the methods commonly used, became less accurate as the size of the bubble grew. 
21 Id.  
22 See 20 U.S.C. § 6311, 115 STAT 1444; 20 U.S.C. § 6317, 115 Stat 1479. 
23 20 U.SC 6317(b) 115 Stat 1479-1498. 
24 The LEA does not set AYP or the indicators for “needs improvement” but LEA’s are responsible for 
intervening when benchmarks are not met. 
25 The “safe harbor” regulations read as follows: “Sec.  200.20  Making adequate yearly progress. 
  (b) If students in any group under Sec.  200.13(b)(7) in a school or LEA do not meet the State's annual 
measurable objectives under Sec.  200.18, the school or LEA makes AYP if-- 
    (1) The percentage of students in that group below the State's proficient achievement level decreased by 
at least 10 percent from the preceding year; and 
    (2) That group made progress on one or more of the State's academic indicators under Sec.  200.19 or the 
LEA's academic indicators under Sec.  200.30(c).” 
26 Also note, the concern that AYP is not made by increasing dropouts is shared by the Secretary. 
“ Discussion: The Secretary agrees that the graduation rate should  
not include students who have dropped out of school as students who  
have transferred to another school. With the passage of the NCLB Act,  
the expectations for schools to make AYP have increased; it is  
critically important that schools do not make AYP simply because  
students have dropped out of school. The Secretary also agrees that  
graduation rate should be measured from the beginning of high school in  
order to capture students who drop out before reaching 12th grade.” Final Rule; Federal Register: 
December 2, 2002 (Volume 67, Number 231) [[Page 71743]] 
27 20 U.S.C 6311 (b)(2)(vi), 115 STAT 1447. 
28 Jeff Archer, “Graduation-Rate Plans Called All Over the Map,”  Education Week, October 1, 2003, p. 5. 
29 In June of 2003 the administration approved the plans of all 50 states even though most had not met 
NCLB’s requirements and few had any information on graduation rate accountability. The information in 
this report is based on a combination of reviewing state websites and interviewing a designated employee 
for each state.  The interviews and website reviews were conducted between October 1, 2003 and January 
25, 2004. Each state was given an opportunity to confirm the information reported about them.  
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30 In some cases state officials insisted they had set a clear floor for AYP determinations.  Further 
questions, however, often revealed the loophole that any increase in rates would permit the school or 
district to avoid AYP any time the rate improved over the prior years rate.  When asked hypothetically 
whether AYP would be granted if a district slipped 20 points one year and improved 1/10th of one percent 
the next, many said yes. 
31 The one exception, “safe harbor” is discussed infra. 
32 See 34 C.F.R. § 200.19 (d)(2); Title I--Improving the Academic Achievement of the Disadvantaged; 
Final Rule; Federal Register: December 2, 2002 (Volume 67, Number 231) 
[Rules and Regulations] The Secretary, in defending this reading, cites other regulations, not the statute to 
insist that: 

Section 200.19(d)(2) makes clear that the State must disaggregate  
its other academic indicators, including graduation rate, by each  
subgroup in order to report that information under section 1111(h) of  
the ESEA and to calculate whether schools that do not meet the State's  
annual measurable objectives but have decreased for each subgroup the  
percentage of students below proficient by at least 10 percent can be  
considered to have made AYP. As indicated in Sec. 200.19(d)(2)(ii),  
however, the State need not disaggregate its other academic indicators  
for determining AYP. The Secretary is confident that publicly reporting  
disaggregated data on the other academic indicators will ensure that  
schools, LEAs, and the State are held accountable for subgroup  
performance. 

Id. at 71741. available at http://www.ed.gov/legislation/FedRegister/finrule/2002-4/120202a.html. Further, 
the fact that graduation rates were added to the definition of “adequate yearly progress” in the statute did 
not seem to convince the Secretary that any method of measuring “yearly progress” on graduation rates was 
required for “making adequate yearly progress.”  "The regulations do not require states to proffer 
graduation rate goals or hinge accountability success on making yearly progress.” 34 C.F.R. § 200.19(b)(2) 
(2002). For the Secretary’s comments See also Final Rule; Federal Register: December 2, 2002 (Volume 
67, Number 231) at 71743. 
33 For example, an education official in South Carolina told us that although they currently have a genuine 
“floor” in their plan now, they are likely going to move toward a softer requirement of “any improvement” 
for graduation rate accountability. 
34 Each interviewee was sent an email with a description of their graduation rate accountability as 
understood by the researcher.  The description sent for conformation did not include the words “floor” or 
“soft” because researchers found that in their discussions some officials objected to these terms. For 
example, at least one official insisted on using the word “floor” even though there was complete agreement 
about the details of their system and that it did not constitute a “floor” as defined for the survey. In most 
cases there was no discussion of the categorical terms used in this survey.   
35 The four left off, Arizona, Idaho, New Hampshire and Vermont, did not disaggregate their data by race, 
and their overall rate was above 66%. 
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APPENDIX 1: STATE PROFILES 
 
12 STATE PROFILES1 

 
Alabama 
California 
Colorado 
Florida 
Illinois 
Michigan 
Mississippi 
Missouri 
New York  
North Carolina 
Ohio 
Texas 

 
State Profiles: These reviews of data and policy of 12 states will reveal what the 
Secretary of Education’s decision to remove racial and ethnic subgroups from graduation 
rate accountability means at the state level.  The report will show how that decision, 
combined with the Department’s approval of very weak graduation accountability 
standards, will reduce the likelihood that low graduation rates will trigger the failure to 
make “adequate yearly progress.” 
 
This report demonstrates that in most states there is no prevention or counter-incentive to 
schools and districts, directly or indirectly, designed to offset the heavy emphasis on test-
driven accountability.  So long as the graduation rate accountability structure from NCLB 
is applied weakly or monitored poorly, few schools with very low Black and Hispanic 
graduation rates will be flagged for failing to make AYP on that basis.  Specifically, the 
report will show how even a modest requirement of a 66% graduation rate would cause 
many of each state’s largest districts to be flagged as not meeting the adequate yearly 
progress. 
 
For each of the states selected, the report describes the magnitude of the graduation rate 
crisis at both the state and district level, distinguishes the numbers by race and ethnicity, 
describes their relationship to school segregation, and documents how each state plans to 
include graduation rates in its accountability system.  The report also describes how 

                                                 
1 Together, the 12 state reports represent conditions of education for a high percentage of the nation’s 
student enrollment and represent a wide demographic sample. The officially reported graduation rate was 
obtained either from a report on a state’s website or was provided by a state official interviewed for this 
report. In a few cases researchers were unable to obtain the official rate from the website and or from 
requests for this information from state officials. The data for these profiles combined the survey of 50 
states on accountability with the research from Johns Hopkins University in appendix 5, with the Urban 
Institute’s statistical profiles of every state. For data sets on each state and the District of Columbia, see 
Christopher B. Swanson (2004.) Who Graduates? Who Doesn’t? A Statistical Profile of Public High 
School Graduation. Class of 2001, at 38-93, Washington, DC: The Urban Institute. 
http://www.urban.org/url.cfm?ID=410934 
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policymakers in a small handful of states appeared to take the issue very seriously.  Yet, 
even these more rigorous state plans appear to use formulas that will yield inflated 
graduation rates and do not accurately reflect the numbers of students who are leaving 
school without high school diplomas.  For example, in states like Illinois, the graduation 
rate compares graduates with students who leave school for a variety of reasons, 
including dropping out.  But because there are large numbers of students in Illinois who 
leave high school without diplomas but are excluded from being counted as dropouts, the 
resulting inflated graduation rates are not terribly effective for accountability purposes.  
For most states, these profiles do not provide a deeper analysis of these issues. 
 
The actual comparison between how many districts will be flagged under current 
practices, and how many actually were doing poorly, is also beyond the scope of this 
report, but a question that deserves closer analysis.2  One obstacle to understanding all the 
facets of this problem is that failure to meet AYP usually gets triggered by low test 
scores.  Because many districts with low graduation rates also have inadequate reading or 
math scores, it is difficult to know how many districts or schools failed to make AYP 
solely because of the graduation rate requirement.  However, many share a deep concern 
that, as districts face growing pressure to raise test scores in order to make AYP, officials 
will accelerate the practice of encouraging low achievers to leave school.  Only states that 
put serious graduation rate accountability in place will have a safeguard against such 
perverse incentives. 
 

                                                 
2 For a regional analysis of projected “AYP” based on a 66% standard for graduation rates, see Christopher 
B. Swanson (2004.) Who Graduates? Who Doesn’t? A Statistical Profile of Public High School 
Graduation. Class of 2001, at 25, Washington, DC: The Urban Institute. 
http://www.urban.org/url.cfm?ID=410934 
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1. Alabama 
 
As the following story documents, the pressure to remove low achieving students to boost 
a school’s profile was very strong in at least one city in Alabama.   

Alabama’s graduation rate of 61.4% is among the lowest in the nation (43rd).   In fact, 
Alabama has the third lowest graduation rate among whites in the country.  This low rate 
for whites in Alabama may explain why the racial gap for Blacks (11.8) and Hispanics 
(22), in comparison to whites, is not even larger (see tables A-F in appendix 2 comparing 
graduation rates by race for every state).   
  
 Alabama’s Graduation Crisis:  
 
High school graduation rates in Alabama, like those for the nation, are alarmingly low for 
most minority groups.  While low rates are related to poverty, our research supports the 
theory that racial isolation is related to low graduation rates independent of poverty.  
Furthermore, the 17 point difference in graduation rates between Black males and 
females (see table below) is not explained by poverty. 
 
Alabama Graduation Rates By Race and Gender 

  All Students Female Male 

Alabama report using 
modified NCES 77.02 n/a  

Alabama Students CPI 61.4 67.3 56.0 

By Race/Ethnicity     
Asian/Pacific Islander 66.3 68.4 56.4 
Hispanic 43.8 n/a n/a 
Black 54.0 62.3 45.0 
White 65.8 69.8 61.6 

 
Persistent Racial Gaps and Racial Isolation:  
 
Given the state’s long struggles with racial segregation in its schools, it is interesting to 
note that approximately one third of Alabama’s districts are “majority minority” and that 
such districts tend to have lower graduation rates than the state’s average.  
 
Alabama Graduation Rates By District  
Racial Composition % of Dists CPI  (%) 

Majority White 69 63.6 

Majority Minority 31 57 
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The central city districts consistently graduated lower percentages than rural and 
suburban districts3.  At the same time, as the table below shows, several districts that are 
majority white (Baldwin, Tuscaloosa, and Elmore) are clearly struggling with low 
graduation rates for all their students.  The racial gap in graduation rates was most 
pronounced in Elmore (27% between Blacks and whites), which also had the lowest 
aggregate graduation rate (45.6%) of the 10 largest districts.     
 
Researchers at Johns Hopkins University explored the contribution of urban high schools 
to the minority graduation rate crisis.  In Alabama, the research showed that, of the 
minority students attending urban high schools, approximately 7,991 attended schools in 
which 60% or less of the enrolled 9th graders returned as 12th graders.  The researchers 
calculated that 36% of the minority youth attending these schools were enrolled in a high 
school that failed to hold on to most of the students that entered. 
 
Alabama's Ten Largest Districts       
          CPI Graduation Rates 

District Enrollment 
Largest R/E 

Group % Minority % FRL Total Hisp. Black. White. 

Mobile Co.      64,976 Black 52.8 63.2 57.3 50.3 56.6 57.1 

Jefferson Co.      40,726 White 24.3 26.7 64.9 --- 60.8 65.8 

Birmingham City      37,843 Black 97.2 42.1 55.4 28.1 55.2 63.2 

Montgomery Co.      33,267 Black 75.2 62.5 57.6 --- 54.7 62.7 

Huntsville City      22,832 White 46.8 38.3 59.8 --- --- 75.6 

Baldwin Co.      22,656 White 19.1 30.6 59.9 --- 42.1 63.6 

Shelby Co.      20,129 White 14.4 20.4 72.5 69.5 65.9 73.2 

Tuscaloosa Co.      15,666 White 25.3 41.8 60.4 --- 44.6 66.7 

Elmore Co.      10,064 White 28.8 37.8 45.6 --- 27 53.6 

Hoover City      9,839 White 16.9 7.6 92.3 --- 79.1 92.6 
 
 
Alabama Does Very Little to Account for Low Graduation Rates:   
 
Like most states, Alabama uses a modified NCES calculation to determine its graduation 
rates. Using this formula, the state reports an official graduation rate of 77%.   However, 
this official rate fails to account for large numbers of students who were enrolled in 9th 
grade, but neither dropped out officially, nor graduated with a diploma.  When the CPI 
formula is used and all the students are accounted for, the graduation rate drops to 61.4%    
 

                                                 
3 Christopher B. Swanson  2004.  Who Graduates?  Who Doesn't? A Statistical Profile of Public High 
School Graduation, Class of 2001.  Washington,  DC:  The Urban Institute. 
http://www.urban.org/url.cfm?ID=410934 
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Alabama is among the 39 “soft” states identified in this report.  While it sets a graduation 
rate goal of 90%, it gives an accountability pass to any school or district that falls below 
the goal, yet shows “any improvement.” Furthermore, in the initial analysis, Alabama 
does not even consider the low graduation rates of subgroups when determining AYP.4  
Under Alabama’s accountability system, the unusually low graduation rates of Blacks, 
Hispanics, students with disabilities, and LEP students can be ignored completely, 
because only the aggregate graduation rates count for accountability purposes. Under the 
state’s current accountability system, fewer would fail to make AYP because of 
unacceptably low graduation rates.  
 
Many Alabama Districts Would Fail AYP Under the CPI Method: This report 
calculates what would happen in Alabama if a true floor were established for graduation 
rates, and no pass was given for mere “improvement.”  In this example, failing to make a 
rate of 66% percent would trigger identification as failing to make AYP. If used as an 
aggregate measure only two of Alabama’s ten largest districts would make AYP, but 
three more would be very close (within 5 points). If used as a disaggregated measure only 
one of the state’s districts would make AYP for all subgroups, and only two would be 
within 5 points. If a pass was given for “any improvement,” few if any of the districts 
with low graduation rates would likely be labeled as needing improvement (two 
consecutive years of not making AYP).  Specifically, under Alabama’s current system, 
Elmore County, where nearly 75% of the Black students fail to graduate, could satisfy the 
state’s requirements by showing just a 1/10th of one percent increase in the overall 
graduation rate. 
 
Alabama Specific Recommendations:  Alabama should consider implementing a 
system that tracks all students from the day they enter school until the day they graduate.  
Until such a system is established, however, the state should use the CPI index to more 
accurately estimate its graduation rates.  For accountability purposes, the state should set 
a clear floor and hold all major racial and ethnic groups to the same standard.   Below the 
floor, only schools and districts demonstrating substantial and sustained improvement in 
graduation rates should be allowed to avoid sanctions that come with being identified as 
“needing improvement.”  
 
Finally, Alabama should not set forth a goal of 90% graduation and then permit “any 
improvement” to suffice for accountability purposes. Instead, a reasonable floor should 
be set and districts that are above the floor should be given further incentives to meet 
challenging but realistic goals based on percent improvement. 

                                                 
4 There is a “safe harbor” where meeting the graduation rate goal for a minority subgroup can mitigate 
failing to make AYP based on missing the proficiency test score goal for that subgroup. 
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An Alabama Story 
 
In March 2000, 16-year-old Renae5 enrolled in the Birmingham City Schools adult 
education program where Steve Orel had been teaching for four years.6  She reached into 
her purse and pulled out a folded piece of paper that he recognized as a form from the 
high school she had been attending.  Like the others, it said, “Withdrawal.  Reason: Lack 
of Interest.”  Renae’s mother later told Mr. Orel that she had tried to get her daughter 
back in school but was informed that her daughter’s standardized test scores were low 
and that she probably wouldn’t graduate.  Despite the mother’s insistence that she 
wanted her daughter to remain in school, school officials refused to readmit her.  It was 
thereafter that Renae found her way to Mr. Orel’s adult education program. 
 
In Spring, 2000, Mr. Orel met about 15 students who had been pushed out from several 
of Birmingham’s public high schools.  Since that time, Mr. Orel has come into contact 
with literally hundreds of students who have been pushed out of school, at least a 
hundred from that particular Spring.  The first pushed-out students with whom Mr. Orel 
met presented withdrawal forms that were filled out by hand.  Within a couple of weeks, 
students were bringing computerized withdrawal forms.  Mr. Orel’s supervisors 
explained that the students were withdrawn to remove low-achieving (i.e., low-scoring) 
students in order to raise Stanford Achievement Test, 9th Edition (SAT-9) scores.  He also 
learned that six local high schools were on academic alert status by the State Department 
of Education and that low SAT-9 scores could mean school takeovers by the State.  Some 
principals had been transferred the year before, when SAT-9 scores did not get their 
schools off academic alert.  In fact, the Superintendent’s bonus hinged upon raising 
achievement test scores. 
 
Of all of the pushed out students with whom Mr. Orel came in contact, none had 
voluntarily withdrawn.  In fact, some had actually returned to the school with their 
parents or guardians and asked to be readmitted, but their requests were denied.  Parents 
had not been included in the withdrawal meetings, and some parents did not even know 
their children had been withdrawn. 
 
Lindsay explained, “I showed up for class and my teacher told me that my name was on a 
list, and he sent me down to the office.  When I got there I saw my name was on a list, 
and they told me that I had to be withdrawn.”  Bradley provided more details, "About 2-3 
months ago, there was a school assembly. The principal spoke to us and said that he 
didn't want any students to interfere with the SAT scores. He said that the SAT scores 
were already low, and that the State was going to take over. He said that he would try to 
get out the students, out of the school, who he thought would bring the test scores down. 
He also gave us this same message over the intercom a couple of times after that.  On the 
last day that I went to school, I was told to report to the principal's office because my 

                                                 
5 Pseudonyms are employed. 
6 In 2000, this adult education program was shut down.  Steve Orel reopened it as the World of 
Opportunity, a nonprofit organization that has worked with more than a thousand students, providing GED 
and ABE services. 
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name was not on the roster. I was given a withdrawal slip which said, 'Lack of interest.'  I 
did miss a lot of school days. I had family problems. I had allergies.”  
 
Ladarius described how his older brother moved back home, terminally ill with cancer. 
When his brother became bed-ridden, Ladarius stayed home from school to care for him 
while his mother and sister worked.  Within a couple of weeks, Ladarius’s brother passed 
away in bed at home.  A week after the funeral, Ladarius returned to school, only to learn 
that he was withdrawn for “lack of interest.”   
 
Board representatives have now admitted that 522 students were administratively 
withdrawn (i.e., involuntarily) in the Spring of 2000.7  Despite Mr. Orel’s reporting of the 
practice to the School Board and despite coverage of the issue in the local paper, to Mr. 
Orel’s knowledge, none of the pushed-out students with whom he worked were ever 
contacted and offered readmission.  While the practice ceased briefly after the issue 
received public attention (and while the SAT-9 was no longer administered), it began 
again with the administration of the Alabama High School Graduation Exam in Spring, 
2002.  To this day, students continue to be “withdrawn” from school for lack of interest, 
academic failure, and poor attendance, and the Birmingham schools continue to be under 
enormous pressure to raise standardized test scores.  And when “withdrawn”, these 
students are often not assigned to any alternative educational forum.  The withdrawal 
forms indicate that an alternative educational environment is supposed to be supplied for 
the student.  However, it is often not filled in.  When it is filled in, it refers these students 
to GED or ABE (Adult Basic Education), programs which do not confer high school 
diplomas and which remove students from their peer groups, and consequently deny them 
the opportunity to socialize and graduate with classmates.8 
 
Source:  Steve Orel and Silent No More: Voices of Courage in American Schools.  
ReLeah Cossett Lent and Gloria Pipkin (Editors) Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2003

                                                 
7 This admission was made in a deposition taken in connection with a lawsuit filed by Mr. Orel against the 
Alabama school system for wrongful discharge after he ‘blew the whistle’ on the push-out problem.   
8 The overwhelming majority of the 522 students who were pushed out in 2000 were African-American.  
Although the World of Opportunity works with White and Latino students, the composition of the program 
remains predominantly African-American.  
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2. California 

At first glance, California’s official graduation rate appears to be a robust 86.9% and its 
stated graduation goal of 100% ambitious.  Yet, as is the case in most of the states we 
reviewed, these figures are misleading.  The official graduation rate is based on a flawed 
NCES formula, and schools that fall below the 100% goal are unlikely to suffer any 
negative consequences, no matter how far below they fall.   

When the CPI index is used, California’s graduation rate comes to only 68.9%, just 
slightly above the national average of 68%.  As with most states, the rates for minority 
groups are substantially lower.  For Blacks the graduation rate is 55.3%, for Latinos it is 
57%, for Native Americans 49.7%, and for whites it is 75.7%.  The racial gaps are:  20.4 
between Blacks and whites; 18.7 between Hispanics and whites, and 26 between Native 
Americans and whites.  These gaps are large and typical of the racial gaps across the 
country (see Tables A-F in Appendix 4 comparing graduation rates by race for every 
state).  
 
 
California Graduation Rates By Race and Gender  

  All Students Female Male 

California report using 
modified NCES 86.9    

California Students CPI 68.9 73.2 64.5 

By Race/Ethnicity     
American Indian / AK Nat. 49.7  n/a n/a 
Asian/Pacific Islander 82.0 84.6 77.6 
Hispanic 57.0 62.3 51.3 
Black 55.3 58.3 49.2 
White 75.7 79.3 71.8 

 
 
The Graduation Rate Crisis in California: High school graduation rates in California 
are alarmingly low for most minority groups. They are also particularly low for Black 
and Hispanic males.  Among racial groups, Hispanics show the greatest gender variation 
of 11 points. Moreover, the large gender differences within each racial group are not 
explained by poverty. 
 
Persistent Racial Gaps and Racial Isolation: Similar to the findings in the main report, 
segregation and percentage of minority students in a district had a strong relationship 
with low graduation rates.9  Approximately 45% of California’s districts are majority 
                                                 
9 Christopher B. Swanson (2004.) Who Graduates? Who Doesn’t? A Statistical Profile of Public High 
School Graduation. Class of 2001. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute. 
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minority and these more segregated districts tend to have graduation rates that are below 
the state’s average.  
 
California Graduation Rates By District  
Racial Composition % of Dists CPI  (%) 

Majority White 54.8 78.1 

Majority Minority 45.2 64.1 

 
 
Like most states, California’s central city districts consistently graduated lower 
percentages than rural and suburban districts by about 10-13%.10 Seven of the state’s 10 
largest districts were predominantly Hispanic, one Black, one Asian and one white.   
 
California’s disaggregated graduation data is perhaps best expressed by comparing two of 
its ten largest cities, Oakland, and San Juan. Oakland is 94% non-white and, among the 
ten largest districts, it recorded the lowest graduation rate for each racial group except for 
whites (55.6%). The graduation rate for Blacks was lowest (23.4%) in Oakland where 
they were the largest minority group.  Of these 10 districts, only in the predominantly 
white suburban district of San Juan did white students have graduation rates that 
exceeded their state average (plus 5).  But San Juan was also recorded above state 
averages for every minority group with available data, with the greatest differentials for 
Blacks (plus 21) and American Indians (plus 25).  These district level data are consistent 
with our national findings that low graduation rates coincide with the percent of minority 
students and racial segregation within a school district.   

                                                                                                                                                 
http://www.urban.org/url.cfm?ID=410934 
 
10 Id. at 47. 
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California's Ten Largest Districts         
          CPI Graduation Rates 

District Enrollment 
Largest R/E 

Group % Minority % FRL Total Nat. Am. Asian Hisp. Black. White. 

Los Angeles Usd      721,346 Hispanic 90.1 73.5 46.4 50.8 76.6 40.2 48.1 68.1 

San Diego City Usd     141,804 Hispanic 73.0 46.3 61.3 79.5 77.9 47.0 49.2 74.0 

Long Beach Usd      93,694 Hispanic 82.2 98.7 74.8 59.9 84.6 67.0 69.7 83.7 

Fresno Usd       79,007 Hispanic 79.8 71.5 55.8 --- 77.7 44.3 --- 68.4 

Santa Ana Usd      60,643 Hispanic 96.4 73.4 61.7 33.3 66.5 61.0 32.2 --- 

San Francisco Usd      59,979 Asian/PI 88.9 54.2 66.7 --- 76.3 48.4 49.2 64.1 

Oakland Usd       54,863 Black 94.4 53.8 30.4 9.3 49.5 25.3 23.4 56.6 

Sacramento City Usd      52,734 Hispanic 75.1 60.5 70.0 43.4 89.3 61.8 63.8 59.0 

San Bernardino City Usd 52,031 Hispanic 79.7 74.8 42.1 27.0 65.2 40.0 37.2 45.0 

San Juan Usd      50,266 White 24.9 28.8 80.9 74.2 90.4 --- 76.8 80.3 
 
 
School Level Data Reveal Similar Trends: An independent study of high schools in 
major cities, conducted by researchers from Johns Hopkins University, revealed that, in 
70 high schools in California's major cities, fewer than 60% of the students who enrolled 
in 9th grade were enrolled in 12th grade four years later (see table 2).  Called “weak 
promoting power,” the Johns Hopkins University report shows that the 70 schools in 
question represented nearly half of the “majority minority” high schools in California’s 
large cities (table 3).  This study lends additional support to the inference that attending a 
high school with a high minority population significantly increases the risk of not 
graduating.  
 
California’s “500 Year” Plan Does Very Little to Account for Low Graduation 
Rates:  California’s appearance of having a high graduation rate standard is an illusion. 
For accountability, California is among the weakest of 39 “soft” states identified in this 
report. These “soft” states set a graduation rate goal but give an accountability “pass” to 
any school or district that falls below the goal, yet shows “any improvement.” When a 
state official was asked to explain the system, he said that a school or district only had to 
show improvement from whatever their current graduation rate happened to be.  But “any 
improvement” is defined as including even 1/10th of 1 percent growth over the prior year 
for accountability. When the official was told that it could take more than 500 years for a 
district like San Bernardino (42.1) to meet the state’s goal of 100% he replied, “In 
California, we’re patient.” 
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Furthermore, California does not consider the low graduation rates of any subgroup when 
determining AYP.11  For example, Native Americans in Santa Anna could have their 
extremely low rate (33.3%) slip to below 5%, and it could remain there, and the district 
would never be deemed “needing improvement” because only the aggregate graduation 
rates count for accountability purposes. Under California’s accountability system, the 
unusually low graduation rates of minority groups can be ignored completely wherever 
the aggregate rate shows even 1/10th of 1 percent improvement over the prior year.  
Under the current system it is expected that less than 1% of all California’s districts 
would fail to make AYP because of graduation rates that were too low. 
 
Many Californian Districts Would Fail AYP If They Employed the CPI Method: If a 
true floor of 66% (using CPI) were established for graduation rates, then only four of 
California’s largest districts would make AYP if this floor was used in the aggregate.  If 
this measure was required for all racial and ethnic subgroups, then only one of the state’s 
districts would make AYP.   
 
California Specific Recommendations: California should not set forth an unattainable 
goal of 100% graduation while simultaneously settling for “any improvement.” The 
combination of an unattainable goal with an absurdly easy to reach second chance, all 
based on calculations that inflate the graduation rate, gives the impression that the state is 
not serious about graduation rate accountability.   
 
California should use CPI for both reporting and accountability purposes until a more 
accurate measure is developed and ready for implementation. For accountability purposes 
the state should set a clear floor and the floor should be calculated for major racial 
groups, not just students in the aggregate.  Exceptions from AYP sanctions should be 
made where schools or districts falling below the floor have made substantial and steady 
progress over a number of years. Giving credit for growth is a good strategy when the 
improvement requires effort, but should be realistically calibrated to the context.  
Challenging but realistic goals based on percent improvement should be set for those 
districts that satisfy the floor, but still have not met a challenging goal set by the state. 

                                                 
11 There is a “safe harbor” where meeting the graduation rate goal for a minority subgroup can mitigate 
failing to make AYP based on missing the proficiency test score goal for that subgroup. 
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3. Colorado 

At first glance, Colorado’s official graduation rate appears healthy at 83.6%, and a review 
of its graduation rate goal of 55.3% seems less than ambitious.  Like most states we 
reviewed for this report, these numbers are not what they seem.  The official graduation 
rate is likely inaccurate.  However, Colorado officials explained that they do not intend to 
rely on the flawed NCES definition and are moving to a more accurate tracking system. 
Moreover, Colorado is one of the few states where the graduation rate “goals” are also 
“absolute floors” for accountability purposes.  This means that schools and districts with 
very low graduation rates will be expected to make great increases in graduation rates, as 
well as in achievement scores on tests, in order to meet the AYP requirements.   

When the CPI index is used, Colorado’s graduation rate becomes 69%, just slightly 
above the national average of 68%.  For Blacks the graduation rate is 49%, for Latinos it 
is 47.6%, for Native Americans 40.7%, and for whites it is 75.2%. The racial gaps are: 
26.2% between Blacks and whites; 27.6% between Hispanics and whites, and 34.5% 
between Native Americans and whites.  These gaps are larger than in most states (see 
Tables A-F in Appendix 4 comparing graduation rates by race for every state).  
  
 
Colorado Graduation Rates By Race and Gender  

  All Students Female Male 

Colorado Students as 
Reported 83.6    

Colorado Students CPI 69.0         
72.9 

         
65.1 

By Race/Ethnicity     
American Indian / AK Nat. 40.7  n/a n/a 
Asian/Pacific Islander 72.6 77.7 n/a 
Hispanic 47.6 51.8 41.4 
Black 49.0 55.7 33.8 
White 75.2 78.2 71.4 

 
 
Persistent Racial Gaps and Racial Isolation:  
 
Most alarming is that the state average for Black males to graduate with a real diploma is 
just 33.8%.  With all Blacks making up only 5.7 percent of the population, this low rate 
for Blacks and Hispanics should be picked up under the new system.  However, no state 
is currently even reporting rates by race and gender together, which means that the low 
rate for Black males might not be addressed specifically.  Also worth noting is that the 
gender gap is most pronounced among Blacks (22), followed by Hispanics (10) compared 
to whites (7). Poverty fails to explain why the gender gaps should be so large, and 
greatest between minority males and females. 
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Colorado Graduation Rates By District  
Racial Composition % of Dists CPI  (%) 

Majority White 86.2 75.2 

Majority Minority 13.8 45.5 

 
 
Colorado’s districts are predominantly white. The few highly segregated districts have an 
average graduation rate of (45.5%), which is substantially below the state’s average.  
Like most states, Colorado’s central city districts consistently graduated lower 
percentages than rural and suburban districts by about 10-17%.12  Nine of the state’s ten 
largest districts were predominantly white, with one, Denver, predominantly Hispanic.  
The two large districts (Denver and Adams-Arapahoe) with the largest minority 
populations had the lowest graduation rates for Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians, but Native 
Americans had relatively better rates in Adams-Arapahoe.13 
 

Colorado's Ten Largest Districts         
          CPI Graduation Rates 

District Enrollment 
Largest R/E 

Group % Minority % FRL Total Nat. Am. Asian Hisp. Black. White. 

Jefferson Co.  87,703 White 17.5 13.7 74.9 38.7 87.3 64.1 90.6 75.6 

Denver Co.  70,847 Hispanic 78.0 59.9 40.5 26.4 69.9 30.5 38.6 61.0 

Cherry Creek  42,320 White 23.0 9.2 86.5 --- --- 82.9 80.3 85.9 

Douglas Co.  34,918 White 9.8 1.8 83.0 --- 84.7 --- --- 81.3 

Colorado Springs  32,699 White 29.5 30.3 59.0 --- --- --- 53.0 63.2 

Adams-Arapahoe  30,453 White 59.5 36.1 41.0 57.1 49.2 26.7 33.3 51.9 

Northglenn-Thornton 30,079 White 30.9 21.7 80.7 50.5 --- 83.7 87.5 79.8 

Boulder Valley  27,508 White 19.4 11.6 75.8 42.3 68.8 50.8 46.0 79.9 

Poudre  24,052 White 17.5 16.9 80.9 51.4 81.3 65.4 60.4 83.2 

Mesa Co. Valley  19,688 White 16.7 36.0 66.2 --- --- 46.6 --- 68.6 
 
Colorado’s disaggregated graduation data reveal stark variances in rates for every racial 
group.  For example, Hispanic graduation rates were as low as 30.5% in Denver and as 
high as 83.7% in Northglenn-Thornton.  This makes Denver one of the worst large 
districts in the country for Hispanic students on this measure.  Although in two districts 
Black students had higher graduation rates than whites, Colorado’s district level data is 

                                                 
12 Christopher B. Swanson  2004.  Who Graduates?  Who Doesn't? A Statistical Profile of Public High 
School Graduation, Class of 2001.  at 48, Washington,  DC:  The Urban Institute. 
http://www.urban.org/url.cfm?ID=410934 
13 Id. 
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otherwise consistent with our national findings.  For example, low graduation rates 
coincide with both higher minority enrollment and racial segregation in a school district. 
 
School Level Data Reveal Similar Trends: An independent study by Johns Hopkins 
University researchers of high schools in urban districts revealed that there are 9 high 
schools in Colorado’s majority minority cities whereby fewer than half of the students 
who enrolled in 9th grade were enrolled in 12th grade four years later (see Table A in 
Appendix 4). Called “weak promoting power,” the prevalence of this phenomenon at 
high schools with a high minority population significantly increases the risk of not 
graduating.  As the Hopkins study indicates, approximately 11,591 minority students, 
nearly two thirds of their total numbers in these cities, attend high schools with weak 
promoting power (Table B).  
 
Colorado’s Plan Goes Further than Most to Account for Low Graduation Rates:  
Colorado’s appearance of having a low graduation rate standard is, ironically, not 
accurate. For accountability, Colorado is among the strongest states identified in this 
report. Colorado’s graduation rate is a hard “floor.”  Unlike the “soft” states that set a 
graduation rate goal but give an accountability “pass” for “any improvement,” Colorado’s 
plan holds every school and district accountable for meeting this floor.  Moreover, the 
state has scheduled a gradually rising floor so that by 2014 it will have inched up to 65%.  
Finally, Colorado is among a very small minority of states that disaggregates graduation 
rate accountability.  For example, even if Denver’s test scores meet the AYP standard, 
they will be identified as needing improvement unless the graduation rates of the Black, 
Native American, and Hispanic students rise to meet the standard of 55.5% in year one, 
and 58% in year two.  In other words, under Colorado’s accountability system, the 
unusually low graduation rates of minority groups cannot be ignored.   
 
Many of Colorado’s Districts Would Fail AYP If They Employed the CPI Method: 
If a true floor of 66% (using CPI) were established for graduation rates, and no credit was 
given for improvement, four of Colorado’s ten largest districts would fail to meet the 
AYP benchmark. If used as a disaggregated measure, only two of the state’s largest 
districts would make AYP.  
 
Recommendations Specific to Colorado: Colorado’s strong paper standards provide 
little solace in the face of some of the lowest minority graduation rates in the nation.  
Meaningful improvements in graduation rates will only occur if the system is enforced 
and useful resources are directed at the state’s high minority districts.  Giving credit for 
growth is a good strategy when the improvement demands are realistically calibrated to 
the problem at hand. With a floor as low as 55%, and even with the floor gradually rising 
to 65%, additional goals based on percent improvement should be set for those districts 
that satisfy this low floor. 
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4. Illinois  

At first glance, Illinois’ official graduation rate appears healthy at 83.2%, and a review of 
its graduation rate goal of 65% seems less than ambitious.  But there is a more 
complicated story behind these numbers.  When the CPI index is used, Illinois’ 
graduation rate becomes 75%.  The official graduation rate is 8 points higher and may not 
be accurate because it is based on school completion. There is some question whether 
categories like GED recipients are being included, or whether students whose 
whereabouts are unknown are excluded.  On the other hand, like Colorado, Illinois is one 
of the few states where the graduation rate “goals” are also “absolute floors” for 
accountability purposes.  This means that schools and districts with very low graduation 
rates will be expected to make great increases in graduation rates, as well as in 
achievement scores on tests, in order to meet the AYP requirements.   

Even using the CPI, Illinois rates for all students at 75 % is significantly above the 
national average of 68%.   Yet, the racial gaps in graduation rates are among the highest 
in the nation.  For Blacks the graduation rate is 47.8%, for Latinos it is 57.8%, for whites 
it is 82.9%, and for Asian Americans it is 88.8%. The racial gaps are: 35.1 between 
Blacks and whites; and 25.1 between Hispanics and whites (see Tables A-F in Appendix 
4 comparing graduation rates by race for every state).  
  
Illinois Graduation Rates By Race and Gender   

  All 
Students Female Male 

Illinois Students as Reported 83.2    

Illinois Students CPI 75.0 77.5 71.1 

By Race/Ethnicity     
American Indian / AK Nat. n/a   42.0 
Asian/Pacific Islander 88.8 89.7 84.7 
Hispanic 57.8 63.4 48.8 
Black 47.8 54.1 40.8 
White 82.9 84.3 80.2 

 
 
Persistent Racial Gaps and Racial Isolation:  
 
Illinois’ districts are predominantly white. The few highly segregated districts have an 
average graduation rate of 51.8%, which is substantially below the state’s average.14  As 

                                                 
14 Christopher B. Swanson  2004.  Who Graduates?  Who Doesn't? A Statistical Profile of Public High 
School Graduation, Class of 2001.  Washington,  DC:  The Urban Institute. 
http://www.urban.org/url.cfm?ID=410934 
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described in the main report, research indicates a strong relationship between segregation 
and low graduation rates that is not accounted for by poverty.  In addition, the large 
gender gaps among Black (13) and Hispanic (14) male and female students is noticeably 
larger than the (4) point gender differential between white students.  Such differences are 
not explained by poverty alone. 
 
 
Illinois Graduation Rates By District  
Racial Composition % of Dists CPI  (%) 

Majority White 94.8 82.9 

Majority Minority  5.2 51.8 

 
 
The sizeable 41 point gap between Blacks and whites is nearly identical to the gap 
between majority minority and majority white districts.   
 
Like most states, Illinois central city districts consistently graduated lower percentages 
than rural and suburban districts by about 21-28%.15   Seven of the state’s ten largest 
districts were predominantly white, with two, Chicago and Peoria predominantly Black, 
and one, Waukegan, predominantly Hispanic.   
 
 

Illinois's Ten Largest Districts         
          CPI Graduation Rates 

District Enrollment 
Largest R/E 

Group % Minority % FRL Total Nat. Am. Asian Hisp. Black. White. 

City Of Chicago   435,261 Black 90.4 --- 48.8 --- 80.6 50.8 42.1 65.3 

Elgin 36,767 White 45.1 --- 76.6 --- --- --- 53.1 80.5 

Rockford   27,399 White 49.0 --- 50.5 --- 54.5 --- 37.6 58.5 

Indian Prairie  23,173 White 20.0 --- 100.0 --- 98.9 --- 96.3 95.6 

Naperville  18,762 White 17.0 --- 94.4 63.6 87.6 --- --- 93.2 

Comm Unit  300    16,711 White 27.0 --- 82.3 47.6 --- 71.1 42.3 85.6 

Peoria   15,724 Black 60.7 --- 66.4 --- 88.2 --- 56.3 77.7 

Waukegan  15,510 Hispanic 86.8 --- 49.5 --- 70.7 46.6 45.4 60.9 

Springfield   15,387 White 36.7 --- 63.4 --- --- --- 53.2 66.4 

Community Unit 200  14,308 White 15.4 --- 97.3 0.0 68.9 --- --- 98.0 

           
 

                                                 
15 Id. Swanson, at 56. 
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