
  

 
MUST BE IN THE FRONT ROW!: High Schools, Graduation Rates Receive New 
Attention from Policy Community and World of Politics 

 
In a popular 1980s commercial, Bob Uecker remarked to his colleagues that his seats “must be in 
the front row,” as he was ousted from the box seats to the bleachers. In 2003, however, the 
former career backup catcher turned radio announcer finally got a little respect, when he was 
inducted into the broadcasters’ wing of the National Baseball Hall of Fame.  
 
Over the last few months, high schools and graduation rates—far too long the “backup catchers” 
of the education world—have seen a sudden resurgence in the world of politics and policy. In the 
political world, both George W. Bush and John Kerry have put forth extensive proposals to 
increase the number of American high school graduates as part of their presidential campaigns.  
 
Earlier this month, President Bush introduced several new initiatives to help prepare students for 
high school and beyond, including an additional $100 million for his Striving Readers initiative, 
bringing total funding for the program to $200 million.1 Bush also called for a new $200 million 
fund for states to encourage schools to develop performance plans based on eighth-grade data for 
entering high school students. The proposal would include periodic classroom-based assessment 
of individual students to determine student progress and possible suggestions for remedial work. 
 
As part of his plan to increase the number of high school graduates by one million over the next 
five years, Senator Kerry would provide an additional $150 million over the FY 2004 ($174 
million) funding level to build smaller schools, break up large troubled high schools into 
component parts, and make schools places where students feel comfortable. He also supports 
federal money for tutors and teacher training to improve literacy for middle and high school 
students who lack basic skills and proposes to increase funding for afterschool programs to $2.5 
billion by 2007. 
 
The focus on high school and graduation rates is not limited to the national level; many states 
have implemented programs that place reading coaches in middle and high schools to help 
students who read below grade level, and have created smaller schools in an effort to increase 
graduation rates. In mid-July, Virginia Governor Mark R. Warner, the new chairman of the  

                                                 
1 In his fiscal 2005 budget, President Bush proposed $100 million for a Striving Readers program that would help 
improve the skills of teenage students who read below grade level. On Sept. 10, the House of Representatives 
approved $100 million for the program as part of the fiscal 2005 Labor, HHS, Education Appropriations bill. The 
bill now awaits action in the Senate, but passage is not expected until after the election. An “Alliance Alert,” which 
will be issued during the week of Sept. 13, will have more information on totals for other programs. 
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High Schools, Graduation Rates Receive New Attention from Policy Community and 
World of Politics 
(Continued from p. 1) 
 
National Governors Association (NGA), announced a new focus over the next year on ideas for 
improving high schools, with a particular emphasis on the senior year. Under Warner’s initiative, 
Redesigning the American High School, NGA intends to raise national awareness on the need for 
improving America’s high schools and the consequences of inaction. 
 
“In the knowledge-based economy of the future, all good jobs will require education, skill and 
training that goes beyond high school,” Warner said. “Whether our young adults are going on to 
college or beginning careers, they have to leave high school with a foundation for success. Too 
often, they are not getting that solid foundation. High school students, particularly seniors, 
increasingly report they have checked out of school long before the last bell rings.” 
 
The enactment of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), with its accompanying requirement 
that graduation rates be part of schools’ Adequate Yearly Progress reporting, has led to greater 
pressure to assure that those rates are properly measured. A number of researchers in institutions 
across the country are looking more closely at traditional measures and presenting alternative 
methods that offer a much higher degree of reliability.  
 
In addition, as they are currently reported by many states, graduation rates tend to mask 
problems and misrepresent the true situation in schools and districts. In an Education Week 
commentary, Christopher B. Swanson, research associate at the Urban Institute, noted that 
states can “select their own approaches to computing graduation rates, even though different 
calculation methods can produce markedly different results.” Others point out that even when the 
federal government does calculate graduation rates (as the U.S. Census Bureau and National 
Center for Education Statistics do), their findings often overstate the percentage of students who 
graduate. Some education researchers have developed new calculation methods that provide a 
more realistic picture of the number of students who receive a high school diploma. Tragically, 
the numbers are much lower than we originally thought. 
 
This issue of Straight A’s will focus on these issues and others that surround the graduation rate 
debate. In doing so, the Alliance hopes to draw further attention to the silent crisis in the 
education world: Every school day in America, approximately three thousand middle and high 
school students drop out of school. 
 
Pick to Click: 
 
For additional analysis and a side-by-side comparison of proposals from the two major 
presidential candidates as they relate to secondary school education, read The Presidential 
Candidates: Proposals to Increase High School Graduation Rates. The Alliance for Excellent 
Education will continually update this brief to reflect new proposals by the candidates as they are 
announced. The document is available at 
http://www.all4ed.org/publications/ThePresidentialCandidates/index.html. 
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MOTHER, SHOULD I TRUST THE GOVERNMENT?: National Center for 
Education Statistics and U.S. Census Bureau Data Understate Dropout Problem 

 
Two government agencies currently report graduation rates: the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES) and the U.S. Census Bureau. Unfortunately, the findings of these two sources 
are viewed with deep skepticism by researchers and practitioners alike. 
 
According to NCES, the national high school completion rate in 2000 was 86.5 percent. 
However, this figure comes from a survey of a post-school-age population that includes 
individuals with General Education Degrees (GED), and fails to include individuals who are in 
prison—a large proportion of whom are high school dropouts. In fact, according to Education 
and Correctional Populations, a report from the Bureau of Justice, approximately 75 percent of 
state prison inmates neither graduated from high school nor earned a GED. 
 
More fundamentally, several researchers believe NCES’s recommended method of calculating 
graduation rates is flawed. It relies heavily on counting dropouts to determine graduation rates, a 
notoriously difficult task. Students who drop out are by definition hard to track: they are no 
longer in school, and their whereabouts may be unknown. Using NCES’s recommended method, 
districts can count only students who self-report as dropouts (by signing a form or officially 
notifying the district). All other students who leave are then either assumed to still be in school 
or are ignored in the district’s calculations. This method, used by many states, is almost 
guaranteed to produce an artificially high graduation rate. As a result, any statistics that NCES 
derives from these state calculations are seriously problematic, at best. 
 
In calculating its graduation rate, the U.S. Census Bureau uses data obtained from a question on 
the Current Population Survey, which asks about the highest level of education completed. The 
CPS method is even more inaccurate than the data reported by NCES. Greg Forster of the 
Manhattan Institute has noted that the CPS openly includes GED recipients with regular high 
school graduates. This inclusion is suspect, he says, because numerous studies have shown that 
individuals with GEDs have success rates more like those of high school dropouts.  
 
Second, like NCES, the Census Bureau does not include individuals who are in prison. Certain 
other demographic groups, such as urban minority males, may be more difficult to reach through 
the census and are therefore not counted; their graduation rates are also disproportionately low. 
Finally, the census is based entirely on self-reporting. Because there may be a social stigma 
associated with dropping out of high school, individuals may falsely report that they or their 
children graduated when they did not. According to the most recent estimate from the Census 
Bureau, the national graduation rate is 85 percent. 
 
Greg Forster of the Manhattan Institute criticizes the Census Bureau’s methods in an editorial in 
the Fordham Foundation’s Education Gadfly on July 15: 
http://www.edexcellence.net/foundation/gadfly/issue.cfm?id=155#1893. 
 
Christopher Swanson of the Urban Institute notes problems with the census and NCES in 
Education Week on July 28: 
http://www.edweek.org/ew/ewstory.cfm?slug=43swanson.h23&keywords=Swanson. 
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GOOD ENOUGH DEGREE THAT’S NOT GOOD ENOUGH: A Closer Look at the GED 
 
Even though NCES and the U.S. Census Bureau include them in counts of high school graduates, recipients of a 
GED resemble dropouts more closely than they do high school graduates in terms of life outcomes and earning 
potential. 
 
While almost 60 percent of GED recipients enroll in some form of postsecondary education, the majority fail to 
complete their program. Additionally, their completion results are significantly lower than those of their peers with 
high school diplomas. About three-quarters of individuals with GEDs who enroll in community college fail to 
complete their program; for high school graduates, the number is 44 percent. GED recipients who enroll in a four-
year college face a nearly insurmountable challenge—only 5 percent receive a four-year college degree, compared 
to 75 percent of high school graduates. 
 
GED recipients not only complete higher education programs at a lower rate than their peers with high school 
diplomas, they also earn less over their lifetimes. Wendy Schwartz, in Urban Education: School Dropouts: New 
Information About an Old Problem, estimates that dropouts will earn $200,000 less than high school graduates, and 
more than $800,000 less than college graduates, in the course of their lives. High school dropouts also earn less than 
their peers did a generation ago. According to the NCES, high school dropouts earned 67 cents for every dollar high 
school graduates earned in 1987; however, in 1995 a high school dropout earned only 48 cents for every dollar 
earned by a high school graduate. 
 
Career options for individuals with only a GED are also limited. The United States military has ceased to count 
GED holders as high school graduates, because in studies conducted by the military over the last twenty years, the 
GED attrition rates have been found to be comparable to those of dropouts. For each year between 1977 and 1983, 
for instance, the thirty-six-month attrition rates for GED holders were just about twice those of regular high school 
diploma graduates and close to those of high school dropouts. Today, Uncle Sam has upgraded his workforce—
military branches no longer take high school dropouts, and less than 10 percent of new army recruits, 6 percent of 
navy recruits, and 1 percent of air force recruits have GEDs in place of a regular diploma. 
 
There is some good news for individuals with GEDs: researchers have found that for students who leave school with 
weak cognitive skills, a GED shows employers looking for entry-level workers that they had the discipline to 
complete a lengthy exam and have at least a basic level of skill. Given this fact, perhaps we should just view GEDs 
as a second chance to pass into higher education rather than as an equivalent to a high school diploma. For as we’ve 
seen, when comparing high school graduates to GED recipients, the numbers just don’t add up. 
 

 
NCLB AND GRADUATION RATES: Double Standard in Reporting Test Scores 
and Graduation Rates? 

 
Graduation rates have the potential to be a useful tool for determining the success of high school. 
For this reason, the federal government made reporting graduation rates mandatory in the No 
Child Left Behind Act. Unfortunately, as many researchers have noted, most states have failed to 
tap this potential and the federal government has been slow to enforce it. In fact, according to the 
Manhattan Institute, the federal government currently spends $40 million on tracking students’ 
educational achievement through the NAEP test of reading and math, but only $1 million on 
tracking graduation rates. 
 
Under NCLB, states must report graduation rates annually. The act, to its credit, stipulates that 
schools count only those students who receive a regular diploma, as opposed to a GED, and, 
while there is no standardized calculation method, states must have their methods approved by 
the federal government. However, researchers at the Civil Rights Project at Harvard University 
and the Manhattan Institute say that this nonstandardized approach is flawed. In fact, research 
has shown that some states include GEDs among graduates and still have their plans approved, 
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while others struggle to obtain data at all. The Civil Rights Project has estimated that data are 
only available for about half of all districts nationwide. 
 
In Losing Our Future: How Minority Youths Are Being Left Behind by the Graduation Rate 
Crisis, the Urban Institute argues that while the graduation rate accountability provisions in 
NCLB are not being seriously enforced, the “provisions creating incentives for removing low-
scoring students are rigidly followed.” It notes that the regulations issued by the U.S. Department 
of Education do not require graduation rates to be broken down by minority subgroups except 
when the “safe harbor”2 provision could help an otherwise struggling school make Adequate 
Yearly Progress.  
 
Conversely, test scores must be disaggregated by minority subgroups—and, according to some 
researchers, give schools an incentive to “push out” students who might lower test scores—
especially when these students’ disappearance could be masked within an overall graduation rate 
for the school. Finally, the act allows states to set their own goals for graduation rates. According 
to Christopher Swanson’s Education Week commentary (see p. 3), when states are allowed to set 
their own goals for graduation rates, they “range anywhere from 50 to 100 percent. Any amount 
of progress can be considered adequate, even if it is infinitesimal.” 
 

 
NEW METHODS EMERGE TO TRACK GRADUATION RATES 

 
Within the past year, two new reports have highlighted American graduation rate statistics. 
While differences in focus and methodology exist between the reports, both make it clear that far 
fewer students are graduating from high school than almost anyone believed. In exposing a high 
school graduation crisis through simple statistics and straightforward methodology, both 
reports—Losing Our Future: How Minority Youth Are Being Left Behind by the Graduation Rate 
Crisis, by the Civil Rights Project at Harvard University in conjunction with the Urban Institute, 
Advocates for Children of New York, and the Civil Society Institute, and Public High School 
Graduation and College Readiness Rates in the United States, by the Manhattan Institute—
contribute much to the debate over the problems that exist in American high schools and what 
can be done to address them.  
 
Researchers at the Manhattan Institute calculated their graduation rates using the Greene 
Method, developed by Jay Greene, who coauthored the working paper with Greg Forster. The 
Greene Method calculates graduation rates by following one cohort of students, adjusted 
according to demographic statistics, over the four years of high school to graduation. The 
number of students in a ninth-grade class is adjusted to account for a ninth-grade “bulge” that 
exists because students tend to be held back relatively more often in the ninth grade, and it is 
adjusted again to account for changes in the size of the student population in question over the 
period of four years. The Greene Method then divides the number of diplomas awarded four  

                                                 
2 High schools that fail to make Adequate Yearly Progress can avoid being labeled “in need of improvement” under 
the NCLB’s “safe harbor” provision if they: (1) reduce the proportion of students in the applicable category who are 
nonproficient on assessment scores by 10 percent; and (2) make the performance goal for graduation rates for that 
category. 
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New Methods Emerge to Track Graduation Rates 
(Continued from p. 5) 
 
years later by the adjusted ninth-grade number to determine a graduation rate for the population 
in question. In effect, the result of the Greene Method is the percentage of a ninth-grade class 
that successfully earns a high school diploma in four years. It estimates that the national 
graduation rate for all students in 2001 was 70 percent. 
 
The report by the Civil Rights Project uses statistics developed by the Urban Institute. They refer 
to their method of graduation rate calculation as a Cumulative Promotion Index (CPI). The CPI, 
like the Greene Method, uses enrollment and diploma data from the Common Core of Data, a 
compilation of data from reports by individual schools and districts. Unlike the Greene Method, 
however, it examines data from a two-year, not a four-year, period. The CPI collects enrollment 
information for each high school grade, nine through twelve, in a given year. It then collects 
enrollment in grades ten to twelve as well the number of diplomas awarded the following year. 
The CPI represents the probability that a student will be promoted through school, at the rate of 
one grade per year, from ninth grade to graduation. The Harvard Civil Rights Project, like the 
Manhattan Institute, reports graduation rates for each state disaggregated by race. It also reports 
graduation rates for the fifty largest school districts in the country. Nationally, it estimates that 
the overall graduation rate for 2001 was 68 percent.  
 
The two groups use different methodologies with different relative strengths and applications; 
the numbers from the Manhattan Institute more directly represent a cohort of students’ 
graduation rate over a period of four years, while the Urban Institute’s numbers show the 
likelihood of promotion from ninth grade to graduation during one particular “snapshot” year, 
and require only one year’s worth of data to track changes. When applied to large populations, 
however, both methods produce remarkably similar results. Whether the national graduation rate 
in 2001 was 68 percent or 70 percent is, ultimately, not very important. What is crucial is that the 
numbers published in both reports show a graduation crisis far larger than anything previously 
reported. The straightforward methodologies of both show that nearly a third of American high 
school students fail to graduate and that high school reform is therefore both urgent and essential. 
 
The full text of Losing Our Future can be found at 
http://www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/410936_LosingOurFuture.pdf. 
 
Public High School Graduation and College Readiness Rates in the United States is available at 
http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/ewp_03.htm. 
 

 
FEDERAL GOVERNMENT TO EXAMINE BETTER METHODS FOR 
COUNTING GRADUATES  

 
While the U.S. Department of Education has made significant gains in standardizing the 
measurement of student achievement levels through test scores, relatively little progress has been 
made in standardizing the calculation of graduation and dropout rates across states. According to 
a recent article in Education Week, changes are underway.  
 
The article quoted Robert Lerner, the commissioner of education statistics at the National 
Center for Education Statistics, who said that NCES is conducting a study of the ways that 
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data on high school completion could be collected and analyzed more effectively. However, to 
date there is no common measure of high school graduation or dropout rates at the school level.3 
 
Lerner’s statement comes on the heels of a press release issued by U.S. Secretary of Education 
Rod Paige in December 2003, announcing the creation of a new expert panel to study high 
school dropout and graduation rates.  
 
“There is no question that we must focus our efforts on helping students graduate from high 
school,” Secretary Paige said. “One of the first things we need to do is look at the varying 
definitions, standards, and tracking systems throughout the country to gain a better understanding 
of the problem so that we can tackle it head on.” 
 
The release acknowledged that current data collection and reporting systems are not in place in 
most states to “directly track students through their grade-to-grade progression or their 
movement in and out of schools.” As part of their responsibilities the panel will “consider the 
uses of graduation and related statistics, review existing rates and the data that underlie them, 
examine concerns that have been raised about existing measures and make recommendations for 
improving data collection and estimation procedures.” The group began meeting earlier this year, 
but a timetable on the release of their initial report is unclear. 
 
The U.S. Department of Education’s press release, with a complete listing of the members of the 
panel is available at http://www.ed.gov/news/pressreleases/2003/12/12192003.html. 
 
The Education Week article is available at 
http://www.edweek.com/ew/ewstory.cfm?slug=01FED.h24. 
 

  

Register Today for the Alliance’s Second Annual American High School Policy Conference: 
Preparing Today’s Leaders for Tomorrow’s High Schools, October 3-5, 2004 
 
This year’s conference is devoted to the role of leadership as a transforming force to ensure that our 
students are truly prepared for tomorrow. Join us for thought-provoking speakers and panel 
discussions as we examine leadership in light of the rapid changes taking place in our country and 
the world. 
 
Continuous updates to the program, a conference invitation, and a registration form are available at 
http://www.all4ed.org. 

 
 
Straight A’s: Public Education Policy and Progress is a biweekly newsletter that focuses on education news and 
events both in Washington, D.C., and around the country. The format makes information on federal education policy 
accessible to everyone from elected officials and policymakers to parents and community leaders. The Alliance for 
Excellent Education is a nonprofit organization working to make it possible for America’s secondary school students 
to achieve high standards and graduate prepared for college and success in life. 

                                                 
3 In response to this gap in educational data, researchers Robert Balfanz and Nettie Legters of Johns Hopkins 
University have developed an indirect measure of school-level dropout rates that serves as an indicator of schools 
with low graduation rates and high dropout rates. This measure—promoting power—is calculated using the 
Common Core of Data, which includes enrollment numbers by grade level for every public high school in the 
United States. Promoting power calculates, as a percentage, the difference between the number of twelfth-grade 
students enrolled at a given school in the beginning of an academic year to the number of ninth-grade students 
enrolled at that school four years prior. Their study Locating the Dropout Crisis was reviewed in the July 14th issue 
of Straight A’s and is available at http://www.all4ed.org/publications/StraightAs/Volume4No13.html#Locating. 
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