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Introduction

That parents, students, and society all suffer from the problems associated with high school dropouts is well known to most everyone. What isn’t known by many is the scope and degree of this problem. In recent years, researchers outside of the public education establishment have been measuring public school dropout rates and have discovered that most public education systems have been grossly under reporting the numbers of their students dropping out. Such systems tend to report dropout rates typically around 10%. Of particular note is a recent Harvard study showing that nationwide about 33% of our entering public high school students fail to graduate with a regular high school diploma.
 

Given that public educators have been producing those erroneous statistics, one becomes curious to know if students have been similarly awarded “erroneous” high school diplomas who really did not deserve them. If we recast the definition of dropouts to include those who did not deserve their diplomas we find that an extremely high percentage of entering 9th grade students fail to achieve 12th grade skills. Thus, we report that in most states more than 80% of entering high school students become what we call “real” dropouts.

This report shows how we came to these conclusions.

Conventional Dropout Rates

It is common to describe dropout rates in terms of the complementary measure of graduation rates. Two widely respected measures of graduation rates are the “cohort rate” (developed by the Manhattan Institute) and the “cumulative promotion index” (developed by the Urban Institute). The cohort rate is the percentage of entering 9th grade students who go on to graduate with a regular diploma from the 12th grade. A nearly identical measure is the cumulative promotion index that is the product of the year over year promotion percentages (from 9th to 10th, from 10th to 11th, from 11th to 12th, and from 12th to diploma). At first glance, these are mathematically identical measures. However, in practice, some of the numbers are “adjusted” to reflect external demographic effects such as population changes within a cohort. Other adjustments reflect students who complete early, students who complete late, transfers between public and private schools, etc. These adjustments are applied differently in the calculation of the cohort rate as compared to the cumulative promotion index and as a result the quoted graduation rates generally differ by a few percentage points.

Standard & Poor’s maintains a database on the Internet where one can view the various graduation rates and other school statistics in our public education systems.
 The following table summarizes some of the findings:

	State
	Cohort Rate
	Cumulative Promotion Index
	Average Graduation Rate
	Corresponding Dropout Rate

	RI
	74.0%
	72.8%
	73.4%
	26.6%

	MA
	75.0%
	70.8%
	72.9%
	27.1%

	CA
	67.0%
	68.8%
	67.9%
	32.1%

	USA
	71.0%
	68.7%
	69.9%
	30.1%


Conventionally Defined Dropout Rates for Selected States and Nationally

Real drop-out rates

There is another way to look at public school dropout rates. Instead of comparing the numbers of students awarded high school diplomas to the number of 9th grade entrants, we only count those graduates who actually have proficient skills at the 12th grade level. It is commonly known by employers and others that typical public high school graduates do not have such skills. Thanks to the NAEP (The National Assessment of Educational Progress) testing of public school students we know that only a minority of American high school graduates have achieved proficiency. The results tell us that in mathematics less that one-sixth of the graduates and in reading about one-third of graduates are proficient.
 To keep our analysis simple let’s average these numbers to get an idea of the overall proficiency at 12th grade and again for the 8th grade. The following table shows the results:

	Subject Area Tested

in NAEP Examinations
	Percentage Proficient

in the 8th Grade
	Percentage Proficient

In the 12th Grade

	Reading
	33%
	36%

	Mathematics
	26%
	16%

	Overall Average
	30%
	26%


National Levels of Public School Proficiency in the 8th and 12th Grades

These results suggest that students increase their reading proficiency percentages as they go forward from 8th grade to 12th grade but at the same time see a decrease in their mathematics proficiency. Overall it appears that the proficiency percentages drop from 30% to 26%. This says that of the number of students proficient in 8th grade about 13% of them are no longer proficient at the 12th grade level. It is unfortunate that the NAEP does not report state-by-state results for 12th grade but only for 4th and 8th grades. However, we can use the just mentioned trend, represented by the 13% drop, to extrapolate the state-by-state figures to get a crude estimate of their 12th grade results. Or alternatively we could simply use the same percentages as shown for 8th grade. The next table shows how these results lead us to estimate the “real” dropout rates:

	State
	8th Grade Proficiency Percentage
	12th Grade Proficiency Percentage
	Conventional Dropout

Rate
	Real Dropout Rate Based on Extrapolation
	Real Dropout Rate Based on “Same” Percentages

	RI
	26.5%
	23.4%
	26.6%
	82.8%
	80.5%

	MA
	43.5%
	38.3%
	27.1%
	72.1%
	68.3%

	CA
	21.5%
	18.9%
	32.1%
	87.2%
	85.4%

	USA
	29.5%
	26%
	30.1%
	81.8%
	79.4%


Two Approximate Measures of Real Dropout Rates Show Discouraging Results

The numbers in the second column are extrapolated to be fractionally 13% lower than those in the first column. Then the second and third columns combine to produce the fourth column results giving the real dropout rate based on the extrapolation. When the first and third columns are used together we obtain the fifth column that estimates the real dropout percentages based on the assumption that 12th grade and 8th grade proficiency levels are the same in the selected states.

While the lack of state by state NAEP data at the 12th grade level prevents us giving a more precise account of “real” dropout rates in the chosen states, nevertheless our use of two different approximations that estimate the 12th grade numbers lead to good enough agreement between their results to validate our claim of real dropout rates being in the range of 70% to almost 90%, depending on the state being analyzed.

Remedies

Our purpose in this short report is to show the problem without developing remedies. Yet a few comments are in order that can indicate a direction to follow in developing solutions to these problems.

Probably the simplest remedy is that of making the present public school systems accountable. Don’t award diplomas if the students are not proficient! This one simple step would have two effects assuming no other remedies were included:

· Forcing students to learn more to become proficient through retention and other incentives would probably increase the number of conventional public school dropouts.

· But the remaining students, by definition, would have proficiency percentages of 100%. This would greatly reduce the “real” dropout rate. In fact, the “real “ dropout rate and the conventional rate would be the same.

A good remedy for any given student might be to transfer to a better school if it is affordable. Our Stellar Schools project has among its goals to be the provider of such cost-effective schools.

Finally, Stellar Schools can help public schools in two ways. They could become franchisees or they could imitate our format. Either way they would benefit from the accountability and higher quality planned for these kinds of schools.

Obviously, there are many other remedial and reformative measures to be tried, beyond these. Their analysis and discussion are not within the scope of this report and therefore will not be further addressed here.








































































































































� Orfield, Gary, Ed., Dropouts in America: Confronting the Graduation Rate Crisis, Harvard Education Publishing Group, 2004. This Harvard study suggests that 33% has been a good estimate of the national drop out rate.


� Standard & Poor’s special Website is located at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.schoolmatters.com/" ��http://www.schoolmatters.com/� If we average the two measures of graduation rates (the cohort rate and the cumulative promotion index) we find graduation rates of 70%, nationally, 73% in Rhode Island, 73% in Massachusetts, and 68% in California. The corresponding conventional dropout rates are 30%, 27%, 27%, and 32%, respectively.


� NAEP test scores were found at � HYPERLINK "http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2004/section2/table.asp?tableID=42" ��http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2004/section2/table.asp?tableID=42� and at � HYPERLINK "http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2005/section2/table.asp?tableID=246" ��http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2005/section2/table.asp?tableID=246� for reading and mathematics proficiency, respectively.
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