
WHO’S COUNTED? WHO’S COUNTING?: New Alliance Report Examines 
Graduation Rate Reporting, Addresses Public Confusion, Presents Policy Solutions 

Each year, approximately 1.2 million students fail to graduate from high school. This means that 
every school day, 7,000 American high school students become dropouts. Unfortunately, the 
combination of flawed reporting in the past and confusion regarding the way graduation rates are 
calculated today have left the American public confused about how many students drop out and 
why graduation rates are so important. So says, Who’s Counted? Who’s Counting? 
Understanding High School Graduation Rates, a new report from the Alliance for Excellent 
Education authored by Lyndsay Pinkus. The report explains why so many different graduation 
rate formulas and statistics exist, addresses why states report them differently, and—most 
importantly—defines the policy changes needed to ensure that educators, school officials, 
parents, and the public receive timely and accurate information about how many students are 
actually graduating so that they can assess their schools’ current effectiveness and make 
improvements. 

“The country can’t hope to make significant progress on education reform if it doesn’t know the 
real story of how students are doing,” notes Bob Wise, president of the Alliance for Excellent 
Education and former governor of West Virginia. “Conflicting graduation rates make it 
impossible to determine if student academic achievement and attainment goals are being met. 
There’s increasing consensus on what we need to do to solve this problem; now more 
policymakers need to actively support changes that will result in getting the nation the reliable 
data it needs.” 

However, even as educators, researchers, and policymakers increasingly speak of the need to 
more accurately and consistently measure and report high school graduation rates, the public 
remains confused about why these rates are so important. Nor do they realize exactly how low 
graduation rates are in certain parts of the country. In fact, it has been only within the past few 
years that independent researchers such as Jay Greene of the Manhattan Institute for Policy 
Research and Christopher Swanson of Editorial Projects in Education shocked the education 
community by reporting that one third of students do not graduate from high school on time with 
regular diplomas. The unacceptably low graduation rates, particularly among children who live 
in poverty and children of color, have been obscured for far too long by inaccurate data, 
misleading official graduation and dropout rates, and flawed accountability systems at the state 
and federal levels. 
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Who’s Counted? Who’s Counting? (Continued from p. 1) 

The Alliance’s report is meant to serve as a “users’ guide” that helps individuals navigate 
through the maze of graduation rate calculations and reporting requirements and to inform them 
about the dropout crisis in American high schools. It explains the role that graduation rates play 
in holding schools, districts, and states accountable (including their role in meeting No Child 
Left Behind Act requirements), and provides a detailed chronology of reform initiatives. It also 
describes the various calculation methods and includes a state-by-state comparison of the most 
commonly reported graduation rates. 

The report finds that, even today, most data and accountability systems at the school, district, and 
state levels do not have the capacity to provide true accountability, accurate data, and reliable 
graduation rates. Fortunately, stakeholders at the local, state, and national levels have 
demonstrated leadership by taking important steps to build capacity to meet those goals. For 
example, the U.S. Department of Education has begun reporting its own graduation rate for each 
state, and all 50 of the nation’s governors signed a compact to implement a common, accurate 
graduation rate and to create better systems and methods of collecting, analyzing, and reporting 
graduation and dropout data. Despite the momentum that these various efforts have spurred, 
much work remains to be done.

According to the report, a lack of common and consistent definitions of what is to be measured, 
adherence to set reporting standards, and sophisticated data systems that keep track of each 
student as he or she enters, exits, and moves through the system makes it difficult to have a 
meaningful national conversation about improving graduation rates. But given the growing 
consensus on the need to improve outcomes for students, the report argues that now is the time to 
move from a public discourse centered on identifying the problems with calculating and 
reporting accurate graduation rates to one that focuses on a national solution to raise those rates. 

To meet this goal, the report offers five policy recommendations designed to leverage, 
incentivize, support, and accelerate action at the local, state, and federal levels:  

• States should calculate comparable, accurate, disaggregated graduation rates and use 
those rates for NCLB reporting and accountability. 

• States and the federal government should invest in well-designed, statewide longitudinal 
data systems to track individual students over time. 

• States should implement the National Governors Association’s Graduation Rate 
Compact, signed by all 50 governors in 2005.  

• The U.S. Department of Education should require schools to report the number of 
diploma recipients; the number of 9th-grade repeaters; and the number of 9th, 10th, 11th, 
and 12th graders who have been verified as transferring in and out. These simple steps 
would allow anyone to estimate graduation rates for any high school in the nation.  

• NCLB reauthorization should ensure the reporting and use of accurate, disaggregated 
graduation rate data as a key component of high school accountability, including 
meaningful annual and ultimate goals for improving graduation rates and appropriate and 
funded improvement actions for schools in need of improvement.  



3

“To meet the challenges of the new century, the United States needs to move from a national 
goal of leaving no child behind to one of making every child a graduate who is prepared for 
college, work, and success in life,” the report concludes. “If the country is serious about 
educating all students to high standards and, by so doing, retaining its competitive position in the 
world, action on this issue is not an option; it is an imperative.” 

The complete report is available at 
http://www.all4ed.org/publications/WhosCounting/index.html. 

Register for the Alliance for Excellent Education’s Third Annual High School Policy Conference 

From the Capitol to the classroom, America is debating how to improve its high schools. Most people agree on the 
problem: too few students graduate with the skills they need for college, the workplace, and a competitive global 
economy. And although research and practice tell us what to do to improve high schools, a widespread agreement on 
how to do it and who should lead the charge is lacking. 

Without a common policy agenda for high school reform and the public will to implement it, the current movement 
to improve high schools may fade into an interesting but minor footnote in textbooks. More importantly, millions of 
students will simply languish in low-performing schools. To move to national high school reform—from debate to 
action—it is important to build consensus on the policies that will support effective reform. 

The Alliance invites you to be part of a critical conversation on the next step in high school reform: building a 
shared federal policy agenda that will transform our high schools so that every student graduates ready for college, 
work, and success in life. The conference will be held October 12–13 in Washington, DC. Conference participants 
will discuss what a shared agenda for national high school reform might encompass and then consider what policy 
levers are best suited to turn the agenda into reality.  

The conference agenda and registration information are available at 
http://www.all4ed.org/events/2006HSConference/conf_agenda.html. 

IMPROVING LITERACY IN MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOLS: Taking the 
Alabama Reading Initiative to the Next Level 

It was standing room only on June 30 at the Birmingham-Jefferson Civic Center for a special 
one-day forum co-sponsored by the Alliance for Excellent Education, the Alabama Department 
of Education, and the office of Governor Bob Riley, and funded by the Carnegie Corporation of 
New York. More than 250 educators, policymakers, and business and community leaders—
hailing from Alabama and neighboring states—gathered to learn more about reading and writing 
instruction at the secondary school level and to help kick off the Partnership for Adolescent 
Literacy, a pilot program designed to promote greater participation of secondary schools in the 
nationally renowned Alabama Reading Initiative (ARI). 

Prominent guests included Alabama Governor Bob Riley (R), U.S. Senator Jeff Sessions (R-
AL), and Alliance for Excellent Education President Bob Wise, each of whom offered strong 
words of support for comprehensive literacy instruction across the K–12 curriculum. 

“Bill Gates called [America’s] high schools obsolete, and we have seen reports about high 
dropout rates across the country,” Riley said. “I believe this is directly related to literacy. I 
strongly support the ARI and want to expand it.”  
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Improving Literacy in Middle and High Schools (Continued from p. 3)

Senator Sessions added that it may be time to expand the federal Striving Readers program, 
which was created to improve the literacy skills of teenage students who read below grade level. 
He pledged to give serious consideration to new funding options for the program. Keynote 
addresses were given by Kylene Beers, senior reading researcher at Yale University’s Comer 
School Development Program and newly elected vice president of the National Council of 
Teachers of English; Judith Irvin, a noted expert in literacy and middle grades instruction 
from Florida State University; and Katherine Mitchell, the assistant state superintendent 
and director of the Alabama Reading Initiative.

Mitchell noted that the ARI has focused its work on the elementary level over the past several 
years, but now that reading coaches and staff development programs are in place in all 799 of 
Alabama’s elementary schools, it is poised to ratchet up its service to the state’s 135 secondary 
schools. She added that the ARI features prominently in a new report from the American 
Institutes for Research (AIR), which praises it as a model for other states hoping to build 
teachers’ commitment to literacy instruction at all grade levels and in every subject area. (More 
information on the AIR report is available at 
http://www.all4ed.org/publications/StraightAs/Volume6No13.html#AL). 

Additional speakers at the conference included Thomas Hamby, chairman of the Business 
Council of Alabama; Tommy Ledbetter, principal of Buckhorn High School (which has 
been recognized by the Alliance for Excellent Education and other national organizations for its 
success in adolescent literacy instruction); and a number of other practitioners and policy 
experts.  

PUBLIC EDUCATION AND BLACK MALE STUDENTS: Report Finds Large 
Graduation Gaps Between White and Black Male Students 

Only 45% of male African-American students graduate from high school on time, compared to 
70% of white male students, according to a new report from the Schott Foundation for Public 
Education. The report, Public Education and Black Male Students: The 2006 State Report Card,
compares the graduation rates for African-American students and their white classmates in each 
state and finds gaps of more than 25% in 11 states. 

“At a time of the year when parents, relatives, and friends all over the nation come together to 
celebrate high school graduates, we cannot forget that a large number of students continue to be 
left behind annually,” said Dr. Rosa A. Smith, president of the Schott Foundation for Public 
Education. “We need to do more to help this predictably vulnerable student population.” 

Using what it calls the Schott Education Inequity Index (SEII), the report highlights the 
disparities in the quality of education provided to African-American students by examining their 
high school graduation rates vis-à-vis their white classmates. To calculate the SEII, the report 
subtracts the graduation rate for black males from 100% and adds that number to the difference 
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between the graduation rates of white and black males.1 States and school districts with the 
lowest graduation rates for black males and the largest disparity between graduation rates for 
black and white males will receive the highest (worst) SEII. The states with the highest and 
lowest SEII are featured in the table below. 

 setatS IIES eviF poT setatS IIES eviF mottoB
State SEII  Black Male 

Grad. Rate 
White Male 
Grad. Rate 

Gap State SEII Black Male 
Grad. Rate 

White Male 
Grad. Rate 

Gap

Wisconsin 1.09 38% 84% 47% Arizona .22 85% 93% 7% 

New York .99 38% 76% 38%
Rhode 
Island .39 66% 71% 5% 

Illinois .95 44% 84% 40% Utah .40 73% 85% 12% 

Indiana .95 38% 71% 33%
West 
Virginia .50 61% 71% 10% 

Michigan .94 39% 73% 33% Arkansas .51 62% 74% 12% 

In examining the 59 school districts that enroll more than 10,000 black males, the report finds 
that only 12 districts graduate 50% or more of their black male students, while 19 graduate less 
than a third of their black male students. Black males are not the only boys who struggle to learn 
in these districts; very few districts with more than 10,000 black males have graduation rates for 
white males at or above the national average. That said, black males fare far worse than white 
males in most districts, with 29 districts having graduation rate gaps of 15% or higher between 
the two student groups. The biggest offenders are in the table below. 

School District Black Male 
Enrollment 

Black Male  
Graduation Rate 

White Male  
Graduation Rate 

Gap 

District of Columbia  %64 %59 %94 234,72
 %93 %67 %73 765,41 AG ,.oC notluF
 %63 %18 %44 413,21 CS ,.oC notselrahC
 %03 %46 %43 071,92 eekuawliM
 %03 %75 %62 766,01 dnalkaO

In some heartening news, the report identifies a “remarkable group of districts” in suburban 
Maryland—Baltimore County, Montgomery County, and Prince George’s County—as evidence 
that it is possible to close achievement gaps and to graduate black male students. “Considered 
together,” the report reads, “[these three districts] enroll the third largest population of African-
American males in the country (85,000+) and graduate them with their peers at a rate comparable 
to the national average for white male students.” 

The complete report is available at 
http://www.schottfoundation.org/publications/Schott%202006%20Report.pdf. 

                                               
1 For example, Indiana has a black male graduation rate of 38% and a white male graduation rate of 71%. To 
calculate SEII, subtract the black male graduation rate (38%) from 100% to equal 62%. Then add the 62% to the 
difference (33%) between the white male graduation rate (71%) and the black male graduation rate (38%) and end 
up with a total of 95%, or .95. 



6

KEEPING OUR EDGE: U.S. High Schools Don’t Prepare Students to Compete 
Internationally, Say Most Americans 

Nearly three quarters of Americans believe that America’s public high schools are not 
adequately preparing students to compete for highly technical science and engineering jobs with 
their international peers, according to Keeping Our Edge: Americans Speak on Education and 
Competitiveness, the 6th annual poll by the Educational Testing Service (ETS). And nearly 60% 
feel that America’s public schools fail to provide students with the training and skills they need 
to succeed in the workforce. 

“For the sixth year in a row, Americans have given our nation’s schools a grade of ‘C’ and 
parents have given their children’s schools a ‘B’ and indicated that they believe the public 
education system is generally doing O.K.,” said ETS President Kurt Landgraf. “But they also 
believe that in today’s competitive global economy, doing O.K. is not good enough, and they 
support improving math, science and technology learning and skills.” 

Survey respondents believe that math and science are “vital” to America’s ability to maintain an 
edge in the global economy and to remain competitive with emerging economies in China, India, 
and Japan. In fact, more than 70% of Americans say it is “very important for students to take the 
most advanced math and science classes they are eligible to take every year of high school.”  

When asked their opinion of high schools as a whole, only 11% of those surveyed think that 
students were “significantly challenged” in high school, compared to 37% who say that high 
school students were not challenged at all. In addition, over half of all respondents say that the 
best way to reform high schools is to “raise standards in high schools so a diploma means more, 
and [so that] students are not getting passed through the system without the skills they need for 
college or work.” When asked their opinion on high school dropouts, 73% of the American 
public say that public schools are “coming up short or falling behind” in their efforts to support 
struggling students and to prevent dropouts. 

According to the survey, the American public “understands that America’s future success in the 
global economy rests upon improving our public education system….” In fact, 73% of 
respondents agree that America’s ability to compete 25 years from now will be negatively 
impacted if high schools do not change. The survey also finds that the American public is very 
receptive to reform proposals, “even when presented with the tradeoff of a significant increase in 
their own taxes.”  

“Americans’ willingness to embrace such a variety of reforms is a sign that the public is willing 
to go further if its leaders are ready to go,” said poll co-author David Winston. “The public is 
demanding that our leaders at every level accomplish more and challenging them to do it 
quickly, before the United States loses its competitive advantage.” 

The poll was conducted by Peter D. Hart Research Associates and the Winston Group from May 
22 to June 2, 2006. More information on the poll, including complete survey results and a 
PowerPoint presentation, is available at http://www.ets.org/americansspeak.html. 
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NEW GRANT PROGRAM OPEN TO COLLEGE STUDENTS WHO 
COMPLETE A RIGOROUS HIGH SCHOOL CURRICULUM 

On July 1, the U.S. Department of Education began notifying an estimated 1.9 million students 
about their eligibility for one of two new grant programs. The first program will reward 1st- and 
2nd-year college students who completed a rigorous curriculum while in high school. The second 
program will reward 3rd- and 4th-year college students who major in certain designated sciences, 
technology, math, and foreign languages. 

“Math, science, and foreign language skills are the new currency in our global economy,” said 
U.S. Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings. “In developing these grants, we realized just 
how badly our country needs students to have these skills. As our world grows more competitive, 
America must run faster and break new ground, just as we always have. President Bush’s 
American Competitiveness Initiative is an administration-wide plan to strengthen our ability to 
compete.” 

Academic Competitiveness Grants (ACG) will provide up to an additional $750 for 1st-year 
college students and up to an additional $1,300 for 2nd-year college students who completed a 
rigorous curriculum while in high school, are currently enrolled full-time, and maintain a 3.0 
GPA in college. The National Science and Mathematics Access to Retain Talent (SMART) grant 
program will provide up to an additional $4,000 to 3rd- and 4th-year Pell Grant-eligible college 
students who have maintained a 3.0 GPA, are enrolled full-time, and major in math, science, or 
“critical” foreign languages. 

In determining eligibility for ACG, the department examined a student’s Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and will contact eligible students via email or regular mail. In 
addition to completing a rigorous high school curriculum, students must be under age 20 and 
U.S. citizens to be eligible. Students who have not yet filled out a FAFSA need only do so to see 
if they are eligible. Once a student is enrolled in the program, the department will notify the 
college to verify the student’s eligibility. 

More information on both grant programs is available at 
http://www.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/competitiveness/ac-smart2.html. 

Correction: Credit Where Credit is Due

The article on the Education Trust report in the June 26 issue of Straight A’s “Education Trust Finds “Stunning 
Differences” in College Readiness Based on Teacher Quality,” implies that the research in Illinois was performed by 
the Education Trust. In actuality, work in Illinois with ACT, college readiness, and math, was conceptualized and 
performed by the Illinois Education Research Council (IERC), which later shared the results with the Education 
Trust. The editor apologizes for the confusion and directs interested readers to the original work on teacher quality 
and college readiness in Illinois by the IERC located at http://ierc.siue.edu/. 

Straight A’s: Public Education Policy and Progress is a biweekly newsletter that focuses on education news and 
events both in Washington, DC, 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. 
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