
 

 

 

SOMETHING IN COMMON: Under New Regulations, States Must Adopt 
Uniform Calculation for High School Graduation Rates by 2010 

 
In order to bring more coherence to the way states calculate what percentage of students graduate 
from high school, U.S. Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings announced on October 28 
that states must use a uniform calculation for determining every high school’s graduation rate. 
The rule, which will become effective beginning in the 2010–11 school year, was part of the 
long-awaited final regulations for Title I of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  
 
“As far back as 2005, governors from all fifty states agreed to adopt a uniform, more accurate 
graduation rate,” Spellings said. “But so far, only sixteen states have done so. Parents know that 
a high school diploma is the least their children need to succeed in today’s economy.” 
 
Under NCLB, states were given the discretion to come up with their own graduation rate 
calculations. As a result, several different calculations emerged throughout the country, making 
it extremely difficult to compare graduation rates across schools, districts, and states.  
 
In her speech announcing the new regulations, Spellings noted that one state only counts seniors 
who leave schools as dropouts, ignoring the students who dropped out as freshmen, sophomores, 
or juniors, and that another state did not keep data on any dropouts until last year. 
 
Under the new regulations, all states will use the same formula to calculate how many students 
graduate from high school on time and how many drop out. Called a “four-year adjusted cohort 
graduation rate,” the formula takes the number of students who graduate in four years with a 
regular high school diploma and divides it by the number of students who entered high school 
four years earlier, adjusted for transfers, students who emigrate, and deceased students. States 
will have to report graduation rates at the school, district, and state levels and disaggregate the 
data to show how students of every race, background, and income level are performing. The 
regulations also require that data be made public for educators and parents to see. 
 
For the purposes of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), states must also set a single graduation 
rate goal that all high schools in the state must meet. Then, in order for a school or district to 
make AYP, it must meet or exceed the state’s graduation rate goal or demonstrate continuous 
and substantial improvement from the prior year toward meeting that goal.  
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“Nationwide, half of minority students fail to graduate on time,” Spellings said. “Think about 

that. As one economist said recently, ‘When you look at these results, you ought to tremble.’ For 

too long, we’ve allowed this crisis to be hidden and obscured.” 

In a statement, Bob Wise, president of the Alliance for Excellent Education and former 

governor of West Virginia, commended Secretary Spellings for “strengthening the law so that it 

reflects a truer picture of where education stands in this country, where it needs to be, and how 

we’re going to get there. 

 

“If Federal Express can track a package from pick-up to delivery and every point in between, 

then we should be able to keep track of all of our students from the moment they enter school,” 

Wise said. “Secretary Spellings’s announcement today calling for a uniform graduation rate 

calculation addresses a crucial gap in the No Child Left Behind Act, one that has left us without 

a clear understanding of how many students actually earn a high school diploma.” 

 

The new regulations also made changes to the public school choice and supplemental education 

service options that are included in NCLB. They require that parents be notified in a clear 

manner about a child’s ability to transfer to another public school not identified for improvement 

no later than fourteen days before the start of the school year. In addition, school districts must 

post on their websites information about public school options and supplementary education 

services (SES), including a list of available schools to which students may transfer and a list of 

SES providers and locations.  

 

The regulations also include changes to improve accountability and transparency. For example, 

states and districts will have to include on their report cards the most recent results on the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) in reading and math and disaggregate the 

data by student subgroup. The regulations build on the department’s growth model pilot program 

by outlining the criteria that states must meet in order to incorporate individual students’ 

progress into the state’s definition of AYP. For schools under restructuring, the regulations 

ensure that the interventions are more rigorous and specifically address the reasons why the 

school is in restructuring.  

 

The U.S. Department of Education received more than four hundred comments on the 

preliminary regulations that it issued in April 2008 and made several substantive changes based 

on those comments before issuing the final regulations last week. 

 

More information on the final regulations, including Secretary Spellings’s complete speech, is 

available at http://www.ed.gov/policy/elsec/reg/title1/index.html. 

 

Governor Wise’s complete statement is available at 

http://www.all4ed.org/press_room/press_releases/10282008. 
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COUNTING ON GRADUATION: Ed Trust Report Examines State Policies on 

Graduation Rates 

 

Noting that the new federal regulations are likely to increase transparency around how well states 

and schools graduate their students, a new report from The Education Trust argues that most 

state accountability systems still exhibit a “surprising indifference” toward improving high 

school graduation rates. According to the report, Counting on Graduation, the graduation rate 

goals that states set under the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) range from a low of 50 percent 

in Nevada to a high of 95 percent in Indiana.  

  

“At a time when most middle-class jobs require more than just a high school education, many 

states seem willing to accept remarkably high dropout rates,” said Anna Habash, a policy 

analyst at The Education Trust and author of the report. “It’s as if policymakers haven’t 

gotten the message that knowledge and skills matter more than ever, not just for young people, 

but for their states’ economies, and even for our national security.” 

 

Under NCLB, states were given the latitude to set their own graduation rate goals and the 

amount of annual improvement that was required to meet Adequate Yearly Progress goals. But 

as the report points out, many states have set the bar far too low, making it acceptable to graduate 

low percentages of students. As the table below indicates, the difference between graduation rate 

goals among states is as high as 45 percent. 

  

States with the Lowest and Highest Graduation Rate Goals for the Class of 2007 
State Graduation 

Rate Goal 

 State Graduation 

Rate Goal 

Nevada 50%  Indiana 95% 

New York 55%  Iowa 90.3% 

Alaska 55.58%  Alabama, Idaho, New Mexico, Tennessee 90% 

Colorado 59.5%    

Massachusetts 60%    

 

In addition to low graduation rate goals, states also require very little progress to meet annual 

improvement objectives. “More than half of all states have set policies that allow schools that 

have fallen short of the state’s graduation-rate goals merely to make any progress in their 

graduation rates or not to lose ground from the previous year,” the report reads.  

 

For example, North Carolina, which reported a 70.3 percent graduation rate in 2006, only 

requires a 0.1 annual graduation rate improvement target. If the state met this minimum 

improvement target every year, its high schools would not achieve the state’s current overall 

graduation rate goal of 80 percent until the year 2103. For North Carolina’s African American 

and Hispanic students, who have graduation rates of 60.8 percent and 52.3, respectively, targets 

would not be met for another century. 

 

Meanwhile, states such as Delaware, New Mexico, and South Carolina only require that the 

previous year’s graduation rate be met or exceeded, meaning that the state will hit its annual 

improvement targets as long as the graduation rate does not decline. 
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 “A number of states have set the bar so low that they are basically telling parents, ‘We’ll meet 

our goals when your grandchildren’s grandchildren are ready to graduate,’” said Kati Haycock, 

president of The Education Trust. “Fortunately, some states are working hard to move the 

needle on this issue by setting both aggressive goals and targets and providing the necessary 

supports.” 
 

The report argues that state leaders must both develop a comprehensive set of policies aimed at 

implementing the new, more accurate calculation required by the U.S. Department of Education 

and establish an “unequivocal expectation that graduation rates must improve.” 
 

To help states graduate more of their students, the report recommends that state leaders support 

high-quality data collection, set more rigorous graduation rate goals and improvement targets, 

and establish as a “high statewide priority” the goal of improving high school graduation rates. It 

also lists specific actions that a state’s elected and education leaders can take to increase 

graduation rates. 
 

The complete report is available at http://tinyurl.com/59xnpf. 
 

 

RELATIONSHIPS, RIGOR, AND READINESS: New Report Examines Urban 

District Interventions to Improve Student Achievement 

 

The reforms that some urban districts employ are promising and grounded in research-based 

principles, but little is known about their effectiveness in raising student attainment and 

achievement because they have not been rigorously tested. In order to better identify strategies 

for improving underperforming high schools, practitioners and researchers should build a shared 

learning community in which researchers are responsive to the needs of district and school 

leaders and practitioners are committed to taking lessons from research and to building 

knowledge as they innovate. Such was the message of Relationships, Rigor, and Readiness: 

Strategies for Improving High Schools, a new report from MDRC, a nonprofit education and 

social policy research organization dedicated to learning what works to improve programs and 

policies that affect low-income people. 
 

The report evolved from a 2007 conference in New York City that featured more than sixty 

senior leaders from twenty-two midsize urban school districts. The districts featured in the report 

typically serve student populations of 5,600 to 32,650 and are generally located in cities, but are 

diverse in their geography and demographics and face unique challenges. However, the report 

notes that they shared common barriers to reforming their high schools and employed many of 

the same interventions to improve teaching and learning. 
 

At the conference, district leaders shared research- and practice-based lessons about helping 

students overcome three “stumbling blocks” that they face on their path to graduation. The first 

roadblock that the report addresses is the ninth-grade year—the time when the greatest number 

of students start to fall off the course to graduation. In fact, in a study of nonselective high 

schools in four urban school districts, MDRC has found that only fifty-six of one hundred ninth-

grade students were promoted on time and were attending school as tenth graders. 
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According to the report, there are several reasons why the ninth-grade year is especially 

challenging. For some students, the large, anonymous, and sometimes unsafe environments of 

many comprehensive urban high schools are too much of a shock compared to the relatively 

sheltered atmosphere of middle school. Other students enter high school without the basic skills 

in reading or math that are necessary to succeed in more demanding courses. Additionally, the 

report notes that the quality of instruction in ninth grade is often lower because the teachers are 

more likely to be new to the profession and uncertified in the subjects they teach.  
 

Although the transition from ninth to tenth grade is a tricky one, simply making it to tenth grade 

is no guarantee of a diploma—of the fifty-six students who were promoted to the tenth grade, 

more than one third had fallen off track two years later. The report finds that the pitfalls that 

cause students to drop out later in their high school career are similar to the ones they face in 

ninth grade, namely that they feel distant and estranged from teachers and administrators, think 

course work is not relevant, lack preparation, and are taught by teachers who did not know how 

to remediate student weaknesses. 
 

The final challenge is ensuring that students are prepared for college. The report cites a study 

from the Consortium on Chicago School Research that found 78 percent of graduates from 

Chicago public schools hoped to earn a bachelor’s degree, but that only 45 percent of Chicago’s 

public school students who attend four-year colleges end up graduating in six years.  
 

“Just as many students do not thrive in high school because they have received inadequate 

preparation in elementary and middle school, many do not succeed in college because they have 

not gained in high school the content knowledge, study skills, and willingness to work hard that 

are required for college,” the report reads.  
 

In order to address the three roadblocks, district leaders said that they have taken actions to make 

high schools more supportive, more rigorous, and more oriented toward students’ futures. 

Specifically, they have worked to create an environment in which students feel that teachers and 

other adults know them and care about them; ensure that classes for students who begin at all 

levels of academic achievement are supportive, engaging, and demanding; and give students the 

guidance and assistance they need to plan for their future after high school. 
 

To promote personalization, district leaders have started summer orientation events and stepped 

up counseling and mentoring for entering ninth grade students to make students feel at home, and 

broken up large comprehensive high schools into smaller schools-within-schools. However, 

conference participants also acknowledged that simply being small isn’t enough to ensure 

students’ academic success. 
 

To help foster high-quality academic experiences among their students, district leaders have 

worked to remediate learning gaps by identifying and helping students before they reach high 

school. They are also implementing semester-long “catch-up courses” that include double-

blocked class schedules with classes that meet daily for extended periods. The report also 

includes suggestions from district representatives on how to draw more qualified teachers to 

teach the ninth grade, help lagging students say on track and in school, make learning relevant 

and rigorous, and reward student learning. 
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Putting Knowledge to Work (Continued from p. 5) 

 

A significant portion of the report deals with the importance of preparing students for success 

after high school and the specific measures that districts are implementing to ensure a successful 

transition to college. For example, to improve the chances that high school courses will prepare 

students for what they will encounter in college, Omaha Public Schools has worked with the 

College Board to define a course of study for elementary, middle, and high school students. 

Additionally, districts are partnering with local colleges to allow high school students to take 

college courses for dual enrollment and requiring ninth graders to develop individualized high 

school graduation and postgraduation plans. 
 

But, as the report points out, ensuring that students are academically ready for college is only the 

first step. Students must also receive the support they need to help navigate the college 

application and financial aid process. According to the report, districts are enlisting parents in the 

college planning process, reducing caseloads of guidance counselors, working to help students 

prepare for the SAT and ACT, and raising awareness about available scholarships and other 

financial aid options. 
 

The complete report is available at http://www.mdrc.org/publications/498/full.pdf. 
 

 

ONE DREAM, TWO REALITIES: Report Finds Many Parents Feel Shut Out of 

Their Children’s Schools 
 

An overwhelming majority of parents have high aspirations for their children and think it is 

important to be involved in their children’s education. However, parents of children in low-

performing high schools feel that they lack the tools and information to do so. 
 

So finds One Dream, Two Realities: Perspectives of Parents on America’s High Schools, the 

new report by Civic Enterprises in association with Peter D. Hart Research Associates and the 

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation—the same team behind The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives of 

High School Dropouts. The earlier report, for which almost five hundred dropouts were 

interviewed, found lack of parental involvement to be a key reason why many dropouts left 

school. Following up, One Dream, Two Realities explores parents’ views on their own level of 

involvement in their children’s education, as well as their educational goals for them. 
 

According to the report, most parents consider going to college very important, especially 

African American and Hispanic parents (92 and 90 percent, respectively, compared to 78 percent 

of white parents). In addition, parents in general see the world as “more demanding” now than in 

years past, with six out of ten believing that what their children need to learn to graduate from 

college and to be ready for work is much different than it was twenty years ago. Parents with 

lower incomes, less education, and with children in low-performing schools were the most likely 

to believe this. 
 

“This report disproves the prevailing myth that low-income parents are not interested in their 

children’s academic success,” said John Bridgeland, CEO of Civic Enterprises and coauthor 

of the report. “The opposite is true. Parents—especially those with students trapped in low-

income or low-performing schools—desperately want to be involved and want their students to 

succeed.” 
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Eighty percent of all parents surveyed feel that parents should be advocates for their children 

regarding picking classes and teachers. However, while 85 percent of parents who feel their 

children’s schools are high performing—that is, they send most of their students to college—say 

that their schools do a good job in encouraging parental involvement, only 47 percent of those 

with children in low-performing schools feel the same way. Parents with children in low-

performing schools were overwhelmingly dissatisfied with how well schools involved them in a 

variety of areas, as this chart from the report indicates. 

 

 
 

The report details the surveyed parents’ recommendations of ways schools can better involve 

parents. Chief among them is that schools promptly notify parents of any academic problems 

their students are facing; they also want schools to ensure that they know what their child needs 

for success starting in the eighth or ninth grades (e.g., what courses to take). Parents wanted 

schools “to take steps to ensure that opportunities to be involved fit well with the kinds of lives 

that parents are living today.” The report also notes that involving parents is especially difficult 

given that, in two-parent households, both parents often work outside the home and many single 

parents work full-time jobs. 

 

For the complete list of recommendations, and to download the full report, please visit 

http://www.civicenterprises.net/pdfs/onedream.pdf. 
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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 six million at-risk middle 

and high school students to achieve high standards and graduate prepared for college and success in life. 
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