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Summary of Task Force Recommendations
Create and sustain urgency to improve high school graduation rates. •	

Insist on high expectations and a rigorous curriculum for all students. •	

Provide options and pathways to engage all students. •	

Put excellent teachers, principals, and other caring adults in schools.•	

Identify and support struggling students.•	

Develop dropout recovery programs to reengage out-of-school youth.•	

Build capacity to transform or replace low graduation-rate high schools.•	

Conduct policy audits, eliminate counterproductive policies and provide incentives •	
 for collaboration. 

Hold schools and districts accountable for improving high school graduation rates.•	
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The United States has a dropout crisis. 
While estimates of graduation rates vary 
substantially among the federal govern-

ment and non-government organizations, the se-
verity of the problem is clear. 

•	 More than 25 percent of our students fail to 
complete high school in four years;1 some es-
timates are as high as 34 percent.2

•	 In 2008, the status dropout rate (young people 
who are not enrolled in high school and who 
do not have a high school credential) was 4.4 
percent for Asians, 4.8 percent for whites, 9.9 
percent for blacks, 14.6 percent for American 
Indians, and 18.3 percent for Hispanics.3

•	 In 2008, high school students from low-in-
come families (the lowest 20 percent) were 
seven times more likely to drop out than stu-
dents from high-income families.4 

The nation needs today’s school-age children to 
fill the jobs of tomorrow—jobs that require more 
skills and education than ever before. Our states 
and communities bear the brunt of students’ 
dropping out through costs to society, diminished 
quality of life, and—most important—the loss 
of productive, engaged citizens. State legislators 
cannot solve this problem alone, but it cannot be 
solved without state legislative action. We must 
take responsibility for improving the education 
experience of all children so they graduate ready 
for success in college, work and life.

This is not a problem that can be ignored until state 
economies improve. In fact, high school success is 
the key to improvement. The Alliance for Excel-
lent Education estimates that, if the students who 
dropped out of the class of 2009 had graduated, 
the nation’s economy would have benefited from 
nearly $335 billion in additional income during 

the course of their lifetimes. And that’s only for 
one year!  In fact, if the current pattern is allowed 
to continue, more than 12 million students will 
drop out of school during the next decade at a cost 
to the nation of more than $3 trillion.5 Improving 
high school graduation rates—and helping all kids 
navigate a path to success in college, careers and 
beyond—is urgent. The status quo is affecting our 
ability to serve our students, grow our economies, 
and succeed as a nation.

This problem will not be resolved unless state leg-
islators take a leadership role. Because education is 
a state problem, it requires state solutions. This is 
not to say that we should just add new programs 
or allocate more money to dropout prevention 
and recovery; rather, we can coordinate, support 
and build programs and policies that provide ef-
fective solutions. 

The good news is that we know what works; the 
task force heard about best practices throughout 
our deliberations. We must shift the paradigm of 
low expectations for high schools, in which some 
students are college-bound, some barely meet 
graduation requirements, and the rest leave with-
out graduating. Today’s expectation is that ALL 
students graduate from high school ready for suc-
cess in college and careers. Graduating every child 
means graduating EVERY child. We must put 
into place the policies and practices that ensure 
every child has a fair opportunity to succeed in 
school and life. 

NCSL Task Force on School Dropout  
Prevention and Recovery

This report, written by state legislators for state 
legislators, is a call to action. During the past 18 

Introduction
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months, the National Conference of State Legis-
latures Task Force on School Dropout Prevention 
and Recovery has studied and debated the issues 
of high school dropout prevention and recovery, 
the education challenges facing our states and na-
tion, and the role of state legislatures in helping all 
students navigate a path to success. Appointed in 
2009, the bipartisan task force is comprised of 14 
legislators—seven Republicans and seven Demo-
crats—all veteran members and leaders of educa-
tion and youth policy in their state legislatures. 

The NCSL Task Force on School Dropout Pre-
vention and Recovery met five times and heard 
from the nation’s premiere experts on dropout pre-
vention. As a group, we feel it is critical that state 
legislators be leaders on the issue of dropout pre-
vention and recovery. This report discusses what 
we learned about why kids drop out. It includes 
key policy recommendations we believe state leg-
islatures can use to further state strategies around 
these issues, and to ensure that they are used ef-
fectively.
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Throughout their deliberations, task force 
members were particularly struck by the 
following findings.

It is predicted that the next generation of young 
people in this country will be less educated than 
the current generation, yet workforce demands 
are higher than ever. 

As America’s current generation of highly educated 
workers retire, it is expected that the educational 
level of the younger generation of Americans will 
not approach their parents’ level of education.6 
While America’s high school graduation rates have 
remained steady for 40 years (Figure 1),7 the ed-
ucation required for success in life has increased 
significantly. A high school diploma no longer is 
sufficient; in fact, 63 percent of the jobs in the 
next decade will require postsecondary education 
and beyond (Figure 2).8

We are finally “getting real” about our high 
school graduation rates, and we have some very 
real challenges. 

In the last decade, we have learned that state and 
federal estimates of high school graduation rates 
were inflated; where we thought approximately 85 
percent of students were graduating from public 
high schools in four years, we now know that the 
figure is closer to 74 percent (Figure 3).9 Black, 
Hispanic, and American Indian students drop out 
of school at disproportionately higher rates than 
white and Asian students (Figure 4).10 Beginning 
with the 2010-2011 school year, all states will be 
required to report to the federal government ex-
actly how many students graduate on time with a 
regular diploma using the same criteria. State leg-
islatures can use this opportunity to increase the 
dialogue and establish urgency for improving high 
school graduation rates. 

1. Effects of the Dropout Crisis on States

Figure 1. Averaged Freshman Graduation Rate for Public Schools, 
1969-2008

Source: T.D. Snyder and S.A. Dillow, Digest of Education Statistics 2009 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, accessed Nov. 18, 
2010); http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d09/tables/dt09_103.asp.

Averaged freshman 
graduation rate

Figure 2. Workforce Job Requirements by Education Level

Source: A.P. Carnevale, N. Smith, and J. Strohl, Help Wanted: Projections of Jobs and Education 
Requirements through 2018 (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Center on Education and the 
Workforce, June 2010).
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We must dramatically increase high school 
graduation rates to improve state economies. 

The costs of dropping out are high—to the stu-
dent, to the community and to the nation. Be-
tween 1973 and 2008, the share of jobs in the 
U.S. economy that required postsecondary edu-
cation increased from 28 percent to 59 percent. 
During the next decade, that number will increase 
to 63 percent.11 The future is grim for students 
who do not earn a high school diploma. In the 
current economic climate, students without diplo-
mas are unemployed at three times the rate of stu-
dents with college degrees (Figure 5).12 Allowing 
students to drop out of school is a drain on state 
economies. A state is less attractive to new business 
investments when its workforce is poorly educat-
ed. State budgets are challenged by increased pub-
lic health costs, higher crime rates, and increased 
welfare costs for each high school dropout. Most 
significantly, states face lost tax revenues because 
dropouts earn significantly less than high school 
graduates (Figure 6). 
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Figure 3. Averaged Freshman Graduation Rate of Public High School Students 
by State, School Year 2007-2008

Notes:  
Data for South Carolina from 2006-2007; 2007-2008 data not available.
This indicator examines the percentage of public high school students who graduate on time with a regular diploma. 
To do so, it uses the averaged freshman graduation rate—an estimate of the percentage of an incoming freshman class 
that graduates four years later. For each year, the averaged freshman enrollment count is the sum of the number of 
eighth graders five years earlier, the number of ninth graders four years earlier, and the number of 10th graders three 
years earlier, divided by three.

Source: S. Aud et al., The Condition of Education, 2010 (NCES 2010--028) (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department 
of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2010).
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Figure 6. Median Annual Earnings of Full-Time, Full-Year Wage and 
Salary Workers Ages 25-34 by Educational Attainment, 2008

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Census Bureau, Current Population 
Survey (CPS), March and Annual Social and Economic Supplement, 2009.
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Figure 4. Status Dropout Rates of 16-  through 24-year-olds  
in Civilian, Noninstitutionalized Population by Race/Ethnicity, 2008

Source: S. Aud et al., The Condition of Education, 2010 (NCES 2010--028) (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2010).

Note: The status dropout rate 
represents the percentage of 16- 
through 24-year-olds who are not 
enrolled in school and have not 
earned a high school credential 
(either a diploma or an equiva-
lency credential such as a General 
Educational Development [GED] 
certificate). The dropout rate 
includes all dropouts regardless of 
when they last attended school.
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Figure 5. Unemployment Rates by Education Level

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, BLS Spotlight on Statistics: Back to College, September 2010; http://www.
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Perspectives of High School Dropouts 

A national poll of 16- to 25-year-olds asking why they dropped 
out of high school uncovered some surprises.

Why do students drop out?
  Classes aren’t interesting or relevant to future 	 47%
  Missed too many days of school and couldn’t catch up 	 43%
  Too much freedom and not enough rules 	 38%
  Was failing in school 	 35%
  Wanted a job to make money	 32%

What was the high school experience like  
for dropouts?
  Had passing grades 	 88%
  Could have graduated if they had put forth the  
  necessary effort 	 70%
  Not motivated or inspired to work hard 	 69%
  Would have worked harder if their high school  
  had demanded more 	 66%

What do high school dropouts believe would  
keep kids in school?
  Opportunities for real-world learning (internships,  
  service learning, etc.)	 81%
  Teachers who keep classes interesting:	 81%
  Smaller classes with more individual instruction	 75%
  Better communication between parents and school 	 71%
  Increased supervision at school to ensure students  
  attend classes 	 70%

How do high school dropouts feel about their  
choice today?
  Believe graduating from high school is important  
  to success in life 	 81%
  Would have stayed in school 	 74%
  Hard to find a job without a diploma 	 47%

Source: John M. Bridgeland, John J. DiIulio Jr., and Karen Burke Morison, The 
Silent Epidemic: Perspectives of High School Dropouts (Washington, D.C.: Civic 
Enterprises, March 2006).

2. Understanding Why Kids Drop Out

The reasons kids drop out of school are as 
diverse as the kids themselves. Under-
standing when and why students drop out 

is critical to developing the state policy options 
that will best serve our students.

For most students, dropping out is not a singular 
act but, rather, a long process of disengagement 
that can begin as early as elementary school.13 Re-
searchers at the Everyone Graduates Center and 
Civic Enterprises have identified four main rea-
sons why students drop out.14 

•	 Life Events: Students drop out because of an 
event or a need outside of school. The most 
frequent reasons are pregnancy, incarceration 
or out-of-home placement in the juvenile 
justice system, health problems, aging out of 
foster care, caring for an ill family member, 
or needing to work to support themselves or 
family members.

•	 Fade Outs: Students drop out because they 
no longer see the point of staying in school. 
These students often have decent grades and 
attendance records but at some point become 
bored, frustrated or disillusioned with school 
and believe they can make it in life on their 
own without a high school diploma.

•	 Push Outs: Some students may be viewed as 
behavioral problems or low achievers, and/or 
they seldom attend school. Once they reach 
the legal dropout age, their schools sometimes 
apply administrative rules—related to sus-
pensions, inadequate credits earned by a cer-
tain age, or chronic absenteeism—to remove 
them from school or transfer them to another 
school.

•	 Failure to Succeed in School: Students drop 
out of school because they do not pass enough 
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courses or earn enough credits to be promoted 
to the next grade. Many of these dropouts be-
gin to fall off the path to graduation in the 
middle grades, where they begin to fail courses, 
frequently are absent, or misbehave. The key 
point for promotion or failure is from ninth 
to 10th grade. These students often have to 
repeat the entire ninth grade and, without any 
supports, do no better the second time. At 
some point after repeated attempts to succeed 
(although often with decreasing effort), they 

believe they will never succeed in school, so 
they drop out.

Yet, kids do not plan to drop out from high school; 
in fact, the July 2010 Gallup / America’s Prom-
ise Student Poll, a survey of youth ages 10 to 18 
in households from the nationally representative 
Gallup Panel, indicates that 92 percent of students 
believe they will graduate from high school.15 This 
represents an 18 percent gap between the num-
ber of students who believe they will graduate and 
those who actually do.
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The state legislature plays a critical role in raising public awareness 
about the dropout problem; setting expectations for schools and 
districts and holding them accountable; and providing the data 

infrastructure to help schools and districts identify and support struggling 
students. The following recommendations identify how legislators can be 
most effective in dropout prevention and recovery efforts.

Create and sustain urgency to improve high school  
graduation rates

Legislatures can make it a state priority to improve high school graduation 
rates. Legislatures cannot do this alone, however. We must help organize 
and participate in powerful partnerships among key stakeholders, includ-
ing legislators, governors, superintendents, state boards of education, 
educators, community-based organizations, parents, and business leaders. 
These stakeholders each play a critical role in developing the many op-
tions and solutions necessary to help all kids navigate a path to graduation 
and beyond. 

Creating or participating in a statewide task force, advisory board, com-
mission, office or other entity that can take a long-term view of the state 
dropout problem indicates bipartisan support, brings statewide visibility 
to the dropout problem, and raises awareness among the media and con-
stituents. When legislators establish or participate in such a process, we 
send the message that improving dropout rates is a state legislative priority 
and that stakeholders have allies in the legislature who can codify their 
efforts in statute.

States need to set ambitious goals for improving high school graduation 
rates, and legislatures are well-positioned to ensure that state goals are 
understood by the public; that progress is accounted for and recognized; 
and that incentives and resources are available to help schools and districts 
meet state goals. Publicizing the goal and state progress will help inform 
citizens, parents and students about the costs and consequences of drop-
ping out, and the many options available to keep kids on the path to 
graduation.

Task Force Recommendations

Create and sustain urgency to •	
improve high school graduation  
rates. 

Insist on high expectations and  •	
a rigorous curriculum for all 
students. 

Provide options and pathways to •	
engage all students.

Put excellent teachers, principals,  •	
and other caring adults in schools.

Identify and support struggling  •	
students.

Develop dropout recovery  •	
programs  to reengage out-of- 
school youth.

Build capacity to transform or  •	
replace low graduation-rate high 
schools.

Conduct policy audits, eliminate  •	
counterproductive policies and  
provide incentives for collaboration. 

Hold schools and districts  •	
accountable for improving high 
school graduation rates.

3. Task Force Recommendations
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Key messages 
*	 Raise awareness with powerful partnerships that include legislators, governors, su-

perintendents, state boards of education, educators, community-based organiza-
tions, parents and business leaders.

*	 Create or participate in a statewide task force, advisory board, commission, office 
or other entity that can take a long-term view of the state dropout problem. 

*	 Ensure that the state goals are understood by the public; that progress is accounted 
for and recognized; and that incentives and resources are available to help schools 
and districts meet state goals.

State Examples

Arkansas HB 1956 (2009) creates the Arkansas Project Graduation Com-
mission to investigate high school dropout prevention strategies; analyze 
the relationship between high school graduation rates and the state’s econ-
omy; and recommend strategies that will increase the overall high school gradua-
tion rate by helping parents, schools and students identify academic warning signs of dropout.

California SB 651 (2009) requires the superintendent of public instruction to submit an annual 
report on dropouts in the state. Requires, among other things, that the report contain specific 
information on dropout rates, graduation rates, pupil promotion rates, course enrollment pat-
terns and behavioral data and to make the contents available on a website.

Colorado HB 1243 (2009) creates the Office of Dropout Prevention and Student Reengagement 
in the State Department of Education to analyze student data pertaining to dropout, gradua-
tion and completion rates; truancy, suspension and expulsion rates; and safety and discipline 
incidences. The office coordinates activities and initiatives across the Department of Education, 
state agencies and community organizations; identifies and assists high-priority and priority 
local education agencies; identifies and recommends best practices, effective strategies and 
policies; and secures resources to develop and manage a dropout prevention and student reen-
gagement grant program.

Mississippi SB 2602 (2006) creates the Office of Dropout Prevention within the State Depart-
ment of Education to administer a statewide dropout prevention program and the Office of 
Compulsory School Attendance Enforcement. Requires each school district to implement a 
dropout prevention program approved by the Office of Dropout Prevention by the 2008-2009 
school year. States the intent of the Legislature that, through the statewide dropout preven-
tion program and the dropout prevention programs implemented by each school district, the 
graduation rate for cohort classes will be increased to not less than 85 percent by the 2018-2019 
school year.



9National Conference of State Legislatures

A Path to Graduation for Every Child

Insist on high expectations and a  
rigorous curriculum for all students

The task force believes holding high expectations 
for all students is one of the most important mes-
sages we, as state policymakers, can send.

Many states recently have attempted to increase 
the rigor of the high school curriculum by increas-
ing course requirements for graduation. Twenty 
states now require all students to complete a col-
lege- and career-ready curriculum, with the goal 
of preparing graduates for success in college and 
the workplace. Of these, 14 require students to 
automatically enroll in the “default” college- and 
career-ready curriculum but allow them to opt out 
of the requirements if their parents sign a waiver. 
The remaining six states with mandatory course 
requirements have no opt-out provision.16  

Much remains to be learned about how increasing 
graduation requirements affects dropout rates. In 
the San Jose (Calif.) Unified School District, im-
plementation of a required rigorous curriculum—
in conjunction with an intensive network of sup-
port for struggling students—had positive results. 
More students earned advanced placement and 
International Baccalaureate credits; the achieve-
ment gap narrowed between white and Latino stu-
dents; and grades and graduation rates remained 
steady.17 In Chicago, a rigorous college prepara-

tory coursework requirement reduced inequities 
in coursework by entering skill level, race and eth-
nicity, but also produced a decline in graduation 
and college-going rates.18 These studies suggest 
that raising high school graduation requirements 
is not enough. States must establish a variety of 
options—including relevant, rigorous career and 
technical education programs and online cours-
es—that challenge students to meet high expecta-
tions while providing strong networks of support 
for struggling students.

In their efforts to improve high school students’ 
readiness for college and careers, several states have 
recently begun the challenging task of incorporat-
ing college and career readiness standards into 
their entire K-12 system by developing goals, ob-
jectives, strategies, indicators and benchmarks for 
prekindergarten through grade 12 and beyond.

Key messages 
*	 We get what we expect. 

*	 Hold high expectations for all students. 

*	 High expectations need to start early and be consistent.

*	 Raise expectations while providing intensive support for struggling 
students. 
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State Examples

Colorado SB 212 (2008), the Preschool to Postsecondary Education 
Alignment Act, ensures that a student who enters school ready to suc-
ceed and achieves the required level of proficiency on standards as he or 
she progresses through elementary and secondary education will have achieved 
postsecondary and workforce readiness upon graduation from high school. It requires collabora-
tion among various state education agencies to create a seamless system of public education 
standards, expectations and assessments.

West Virginia SB 595 (2008) creates the statewide Vision 2020: An Education Blueprint for Two 
Thousand Twenty. Vision 2020 sets forth the premise that an educational system in the 21st cen-
tury should be viewed as a continuum from prekindergarten through postsecondary education. 
It includes goals, objectives, strategies, indicators and benchmarks for prekindergarten through 
grade 12, postsecondary education and workforce investment initiatives. Vision 2020 prioritizes a 
rigorous 21st century curriculum and engaging instruction for all students.

Texas HB 1 (2006) (Third Called Session of the 79th Legislature) directs the Texas Higher Education 
Coordinating Board and its K-12 counterpart, the Texas Education Agency, to collaboratively:

Recommend college readiness standards and expectations that address what students must •	
know and be competent in to succeed in entry-level courses offered at institutions of higher 
education;

Evaluate whether the state high school curriculum requirements prepare students to success-•	
fully perform college-level course work;

Recommend how public school curriculum requirements can be aligned with college readi-•	
ness standards and expectations;

Develop instructional strategies for teaching courses to prepare students to successfully per-•	
form college-level course work; and

Establish minimum standards for curricula, professional development materials and online •	
support materials in English language arts, mathematics, science and social studies that are 
designed for students who need additional help to prepare to successfully perform college-
level course work.
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Provide options and pathways to  
engage all students

Student motivation and engagement are key to re-
ducing dropouts. States should offer a variety of 
options and pathways to high school graduation 
that are designed to engage students in relevant, 
interesting learning opportunities that make con-
nections to life after high school.

Various relevant options for high school gradua-
tion allow students to achieve academic proficien-
cy within programs designed to spark their inter-
est and keep them engaged. These include quality 
career and technical education programs, college-
level learning opportunities, and online courses 
that can provide specialized instruction and catch 
up courses. There are many examples of promising 
programs19 but not one that works for all. States 
must determine where options are lacking and 
continue to build on current programs.

A limited body of research indicates, for example, 
that students who participate in high-quality ca-
reer and technical education programs are less 
likely to drop out of high school, more likely to 
improve their test scores, have increased earn-
ing power in the workforce, and are more likely 
to pursue postsecondary education.20 Career and 
technical education can engage students who have 
various learning styles in hands-on, practical ways. 
Among the skills students gain are problem solv-
ing, teamwork and management. The most suc-
cessful career and technical education programs 

are integrated with rigorous academic instruction 
and aligned with industry certification.21

Offering high-quality, college-level learning oppor-
tunities in high school can increase the academic 
quality and rigor of high school classes, lower the 
need for postsecondary remediation, reduce the 
high school dropout rate, reduce student costs of 
attending postsecondary institutions, and prepare 
young people to succeed in college.22 Dual enroll-
ment often is used by states to provide college-lev-
el opportunities for high school students. Courses 
can be offered on the high school or college cam-
pus or both. In comprehensive programs, students 
pay little or no tuition or fees, receive both high 
school and college credit, and can enroll in a wide 
selection of courses. Research indicates that stu-
dents who start dual enrollment programs are less 
likely to drop out of high school, even if they are 
considered to be at risk, and are more likely to 
continue their college education at a postsecond-
ary institution and graduate with a degree.23

Online learning options can ensure access to qual-
ity required and specialized courses—including 
advanced placement and foreign language cours-
es—that schools cannot or do not provide. This is 
particularly useful in small or rural schools, where 
it may be difficult to retain teachers or where it 
may not be cost effective to offer a course to only 
a few students. Online options are increasingly 
available to provide low-cost alternatives that can 
help struggling students catch up on coursework.

Key messages
*	 States must provide options and pathways to engage and motivate 

all students. 

*	 Alternative structures should be made available, including career 
and technical education opportunities, dual enrollment, intern-
ships and online learning options.

*	 Options must be rigorous, high-quality and designed to help stu-
dents achieve academic proficiency.
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State Examples

Arizona HB 2731 (2010) creates the Grand Canyon Diploma, offered to 
any student demonstrating readiness for college level mathematics and 
English and who has passing grades in required approved board exams in 
core academic courses. Students pursuing a Grand Canyon Diploma may enroll the 
following semester in an Arizona community college in courses offered on a community college 
campus, high school campus or both; remain in high school and enroll in additional advanced 
preparation board examination programs designed to prepare for admission to high quality 
postsecondary institutions; enroll in a full-time career and technical education program offered 
on a community college campus, a high school campus, a joint technological education district 
campus or any combination; or return to a traditional academic program without completing 
the next level of Board Examination System curriculum. Permits a Grand Canyon Diploma to be 
awarded to students by the end of grade 10, 11 or 12.

Georgia HB 149 (2009), the Move on When Ready Act, provides a program for students in grades 
11 and 12 to attend postsecondary colleges and schools for high school credit, notifies parents 
and students of the program, and sets requirements for course credit and testing.

Montana HB 459 (2009) creates the State Virtual Academy as a unit of the Montana university 
system to make distance learning opportunities available to all school-age children through 
public school districts in the state; offer high-quality licensed instructors and courses that em-
phasize core subject matters; offer advanced courses for dual credit in collaboration with the 
state university system; and offer enrichment courses. 

New Mexico SB 46 (2009) allows qualified high school juniors and seniors who are at least age 
16 to participate in industry-taught or -guided pre-apprenticeship programs in high school. Pre-
apprenticeship programs established by local school districts will focus on student completion 
of courses that are counted toward high school graduation and acceptance into a paid appren-
ticeship program upon graduation, thereby increasing opportunities for well-paying careers in 
needed industries.

New Mexico SB 31 (2008) provides for dual credit courses to be offered in the summer term 
and expands dual credit opportunities through distance learning and other methods. The law 
also requires schools to inform students and parents about opportunities to participate in dual 
credit programs. 

Pennsylvania HB 1067 (2008) establishes a Virtual High School Study Commission within the 
Pennsylvania Department of Education to examine the feasibility of and costs associated with 
creating a state-operated, internet-based high school. The Pennsylvania Virtual High School 
would provide secondary students statewide with:

Expanded curriculum offerings such as higher level math and science, foreign language and •	
advanced placement courses;

SAT preparation programs;•	

Summer enrichment and tutoring courses;•	

Increased instructional options for at-risk, home-bound and alternative education stu-•	
dents;
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Expanded offerings for gifted and talented stu-•	
dents;

Links with prospective employers, including •	
those that offer high school internships and ap-
prenticeships; and

Opportunities for students who have dropped •	
out or are at-risk of dropping out to earn a high 
school diploma. 

Washington SB 6377 (2008) directs the Office of 
the Superintendent of Public Instruction to produce 
a public awareness campaign to highlight high-
quality career and technical education programs as 
a positive education pathway. The office must ap-
prove preparatory career and technical education 
programs that lead to industry certification or that 
allow students to earn dual high school and college 
credit and also must collaborate with the Workforce 
Training and Education Coordinating Board, the 
Higher Education Coordinating Board and the Coun-
cil of Presidents to develop career and technical edu-
cation models in high-demand fields.

Florida SB 1232 (2007), the Florida Career and Professional Education Act, requires school 
boards, local workforce boards and postsecondary institutions to develop a rigorous, relevant 
curriculum that leads to industry-recognized certification in high-demand careers, a high school 
diploma, and opportunities for high school students to simultaneously earn college credit.

Indiana HB 1794 (2005) creates the School Flex Program, where students in grades 11 and 12 
can enroll in college or career and technical education programs or be employed and be count-
ed as full-day students. 
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Put excellent teachers, principals and 
other caring adults in schools

Students perform better when they are in schools 
where they have a personal relationship with a car-
ing adult. States must find ways to connect stu-
dents with excellent teachers, principals and other 
caring adults who can help them meet academic 
expectations, plan for their future, and feel con-
nected to their schools. In addition to staff and 
community volunteers, teacher advisory programs 
or graduation coaches could be placed at each 
middle school and high school. 

Teachers and principals have daily interactions 
with students and can greatly influence student 
success. In fact, teachers and principals are the two 
most important school-related factors influencing 

student achievement, yet research indicates that 
high-quality teachers and principals are not equi-
tably distributed throughout the nation’s schools. 
Many states and local districts have attempted to 
use higher pay and other incentives to lure teachers 
and principals into hard-to-staff schools and sub-
jects.24 We encourage states to study and evaluate 
current policies on recruitment, selection, prepa-
ration, mentoring, professional development, 
evaluation, compensation, incentives, retention 
and working conditions to better refine policies to 
support effective teachers and principals.

 A strong body of research indicates that personal-
ized learning—where students have an opportuni-
ty to plan and prepare for life after high school and 
to understand how their school work is related to 
postsecondary and career goals—can help students 
stay in school and graduate. This planning pro-
cess should begin before high school and include 
a clear review, monitoring and technical assistance 
process. According to the Education Commission 
of the States, at least 23 states and the District of 
Columbia require students to develop a long-term 
education plan through an individual graduation 
plan, career major, or other activity.25 We encour-
age states to design programs and experiences 
that help students effectively plan for the future, 
including quality counseling and career and aca-
demic planning.

Key messages
*	 Excellent teachers, principals and other caring adults can help stu-

dents meet academic expectations, plan for their future, and feel 
connected to their schools.

*	 Students perform better when they are in schools where they have a 
personal relationship with a caring adult. 

*	 Students need opportunities to plan and prepare for life after high 
school and to understand how their school work is related to post-
secondary and career goals.
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State Examples

Arkansas HB 1808 (2009) requires that, beginning with the 2010-2011 
school year, public middle schools administer EXPLORE to eighth-grade 
students, and public high schools administer PLAN or the PSAT to 10th-grade 
students so they can explore a broad range of options for their future and focus not 
only on high school coursework but also on post-high school choices.

Colorado HB 1370 (2008) creates the School Counselor Corps Grant Program to increase avail-
ability of effective school-based counseling; raise the graduation rate; and increase the number 
of students prepared for and applying to postsecondary education. The law requires annual 
reporting to the state legislature on effects of the program.

New Mexico SB 561 (2007) provides that, at the end of grades eight through 11, each student 
must prepare an interim next-step plan that sets forth the coursework for the grades remain-
ing until high school graduation. Each year’s plan must explain any differences from previous 
interim next-step plans and be signed by the student, the student’s parent and the student’s 
guidance counselor. Directs school boards to ensure that next-step plans are based on reports 
of college and workplace readiness assessments, as available, and to ensure that high school 
students are reasonably informed about curricular and course options, including honors or ad-
vanced placement courses; dual-credit courses; distance learning courses; career clusters; or 
remediation programs that the college and workplace readiness assessments indicate to be 
appropriate.

Georgia HB 1027 (2006) appropriates funds for a graduation coach in each of the state’s public 
high schools whose primary responsibility is to identify at-risk students and help keep them on 
track academically before they consider dropping out. In 2007, the legislature expanded the 
program to include middle schools.

South Carolina HB 3155 (2005) requires career awareness counseling for students in sixth, sev-
enth and eighth grades, allowing them to identify career interests and abilities. Eighth grade 
students select a preferred cluster of study and develop an individual graduation plan in prepa-
ration for high school. During high school, students receive guidance and curricula to help them 
successfully complete their individual graduation plans and focus on preparation for a seamless 
transition to relevant employment, further training or postsecondary study.
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Identify and support struggling  
students

The task force urges states to develop valid, robust 
data systems that can identify students who have 
histories of poor attendance, behavior problems, 
academic problems and grade retention and that 
allow for useful, timely data to be disseminated at 
the school level to principals, teachers and parents. 
States must ensure that interventions for struggling 
students are widely available, rigorously evaluated 
and rewarded for success.

Dropping out is not a singular act, but a long pro-
cess that can begin as early as elementary school. 
Although many factors contribute to a student’s 
decision to drop out, several school-based indi-
cators should be included in state data systems 
and used to guide and support state, district and 
school dropout prevention and recovery efforts, as 
follows.

•	 Chronic absence—missing 10 percent or more 
of the school year—is a serious problem that 
states should be tracking beginning in kinder-
garten. Every year, one in 10 kindergarten and 
first grade students misses a month of school 
with excused and unexcused absences.26 For 
lower-income children, who typically start 
kindergarten with fewer literacy skills than 
their more affluent peers, the early grades are 
a chance to catch up, particularly in reading, 
since much of the focus in the early grades is 
on literacy skills.27 Since failure to read pro-
ficiently by the end of third grade is linked 
to higher dropout rates,28 the early grades 
provide a critical opportunity to intervene. 
In most states, chronic absence of individual 
students is not tracked; instead, schools report 
an aggregate absence rate that masks high 
levels of individual student absence. We urge 
states to start dropout prevention early by fo-
cusing on tracking, analyzing and improving 
chronic absence of individual students in the 
early grades, before more serious problems de-
velop.

•	 Absenteeism, behavior problems and student 
academic struggles in the middle grades are the 
next signals schools can track and act upon.29  
Known as the “ABCs of early intervention,” 
these include attendance (less than 80 per-
cent to 90 percent school attendance); behav-
ior (“unsatisfactory” behavior grade in a core 
course); and course performance (failing math 
or English/reading). Sixth-grade students 
with one or more of the indicators have only 
a 10 percent to 20 percent chance of graduat-
ing from high school on time. We urge states 
to ensure that useful, timely data on absences, 
behavior and course performance be provid-
ed at the school level starting in the middle 
grades, so incoming students can be quickly 
identified and provided with additional sup-
ports and interventions to get back on track.

•	 Schools and districts have an additional op-
portunity to identify struggling students in 
the first year of high school, where two crucial 
indicators—school absences and grades—can 
be used to identify students who may need ad-
ditional supports to graduate. Nearly 90 per-
cent of freshmen in Chicago public schools 
who missed less than a week of school per 
semester graduated within four years; miss-
ing five to nine days a semester dropped the 
graduation rate to 63 percent. Also in Chicago 
public schools, 85 percent of students with no 
Fs in their freshman year graduated four years 
later, but only 70 percent of students with one 
F and only 55 percent of students with two Fs 
graduated in four years. Students with three 
or more Fs were not likely to graduate high 
school. 30

Although early warning systems are critical, they 
must be complemented with an intense system of 
support for students who are identified as strug-
gling. Interventions can include comprehensive 
coaching and academic supports for students who 
are below grade level in reading and math or who 
have insufficient credits to be promoted; sup-
ports that are designed to provide opportunities to 
build positive connections with peers and teach-
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ers; and assistance with course selection, school 
performance and completion of graduation re-
quirements. We encourage states to study how 
community-specific strategies and responses to 
populations such as teen parents, migrant stu-
dents and English language learners can begin to 
mitigate the disproportionately high number of 
these students who are dropping out. State leg-
islators can ensure that useful data are collected 
and that interventions are rigorously evaluated 
and rewarded for success.

Key messages
*	 States must help schools and districts by developing sys-

tems that support the use of data to identify students with 
histories of poor attendance, behavior problems, academic 
problems and grade retention.

*	 States should start dropout prevention early by focusing on 
tracking, analyzing and improving chronic absence of indi-
vidual students in the early grades.

*	 State legislators can ensure that interventions for struggling 
students are widely available, rigorously evaluated and re-
warded for success.

State Examples

California SB 1357 (2010) requires the Department of Education to include 
data on student absences in the California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement 
Data System; supports development of an early warning system to identify and 
support individual students who are at risk of academic failure or of dropping out of school; 
ensures that districts that report attendance data could obtain an early warning report, up to 
four times each school year, that identifies individual students who are likely to face difficulty on 
the path toward a diploma; and revises the Annual Report on Dropouts in California to include 
chronic absence rates. 

Alabama SB 334 (2009) directs the State Department of Education to develop specific methods 
of targeted intervention for local public school systems that have a four-year graduation rate 
less than the percentage as determined by the State Board of Education. These interventions 
may include: 

Early intervention for students who fail Algebra I or any ninth grade reading or math class •	
and have insufficient credits to be promoted;

Alternative education programs designed to reengage dropouts, including dual enrollment •	
courses at the community college level;

Increased availability of advanced placement courses;•	

Full course fee waivers for students enrolled in dual credit courses who are eligible for free •	
or reduced lunches;

Flexible programs for older students who currently are not enrolled;•	

Comprehensive coaching for middle and high school students who are below grade level •	
in reading and math or who are at risk due to poor attendance, behavior or safety issues, 
including, but not limited to, harassment and bullying;
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Teacher advisories and other supports that are designed to specifically address the needs of •	
those students who are most at risk of dropping out of school by providing opportunities 
to build positive connections with peers and teachers and providing assistance with course 
selection, school performance and completion of graduation requirements; and

Strategies that are specifically designed to improve high school graduation rates for those •	
teenagers who are at the highest risk of dropping out, including, but not limited to, students 
in the foster care system, pregnant students, student parents, English as second language 
students, and students with special educational needs.

Louisiana HB 1091 (2008) provides for comprehensive coaching for middle school students 
who are below grade level in reading and math.

Washington SB 6673 (2008) creates the extended learning opportunities program for students 
in 11th and 12th grades who are not on track to meet local or state graduation requirements 
and for eighth grade students who may not be on track to meet the standard on the Washing-
ton assessment of student learning or who need additional assistance to successfully enter high 
school. Provisions include extended learning opportunities before or after the regular school 
day, on Saturday and beyond the regular school year.

Texas HB 2237 (2007) dedicates $120 million to dropout prevention. Provisions of the legisla-
tion include:

Best Practice Studies. Requires the commissioner of education to contract with one or more •	
centers for education research to study the best practices of campuses and school districts 
in Texas and other states regarding dropout prevention programs and to provide a report 
that identifies high-performing and highly efficient dropout prevention programs; identi-
fies the dropout prevention programs that have the most potential for success in Texas; 
and recommends legislation or other actions necessary to implement a dropout prevention 
program. 

Grants for Schools and Districts. Creates a pilot program to provide grants to school districts •	
to fund student club activities for students at risk of dropping out of school. Creates a pi-
lot program under which a school district or open enrollment charter school may receive 
a grant to implement a local collaborative dropout reduction program. Applying districts 
must collaborate with local businesses, other local governments or law enforcement agen-
cies, nonprofit organizations, faith-based organizations, or institutions of higher education 
to deliver intervention services. For a program to be eligible, 50 percent of its participants 
must be students who are at risk of dropping out of school. 

Funding for Innovative Programs. Provides funds for intensive technology-based supple-•	
mentary instruction in English, math, science or social studies for students in ninth through 
12th grades who are identified as at risk of dropping out of school. Provides for creation of in-
tensive summer programs to provide rigorous academic instruction for at least four weeks. 
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Develop dropout recovery programs 
to reengage out-of-school youth

States must find ways to help students who have 
already dropped out of school earn a traditional 
high school diploma or an alternative credential. 
These policies offer a safety net, providing drop-
outs another chance to successfully graduate. 

Research indicates that high school dropouts even-
tually want to earn a diploma and that they will 
work hard to do so. As adults, high school drop-
outs recognize the importance of a high school di-
ploma. In a 2006 national poll of 16- to 25-year-
old dropouts, the overwhelming majority of poll 
participants (81 percent) say as adults that grad-
uating from high school is important to success 
in life. Three-fourths (74 percent) say that if they 
were able to relive the experience, they would have 
stayed in school, and 76 percent say they would 
definitely or probably re-enroll in a high school for 
people their age, if they could. Forty-seven percent 
say that not having a diploma makes it difficult 
to find a good job.31 The most successful dropout 
recovery programs are flexible, link to postsec-
ondary education and employment, and provide 
strong systems of student support.32 Options in-
clude allowing flexibility in the numbers of hours 
per day or the number of days per week a student 

attends classes; raising the maximum age at which 
a student is eligible for state funding to complete a 
high school diploma; and allowing credit for per-
formance rather than seat time. 

Innovative and flexible programs—including fast-
track credit recovery programs; after school and 
summer learning programs; and online or virtual 
school programs—allow students to earn or recov-
er credits in a different venue than the traditional 
classroom model. Students can demonstrate pro-
ficiency by taking end-of-course exams or other 
state assessments that are tied to state standards, 
allowing more flexibility in instruction, class for-
mat, and the time required to earn credits. 

Key messages
*	 High school dropouts eventually want to earn a diploma, and 

they will work hard to get it. 

*	 Most students don’t want to return to the same environment 
or situation they left. 

*	 The most successful dropout recovery programs are flexible, 
link to postsecondary education and employment, and pro-
vide strong systems of student support.
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State Examples

Washington HB 1418 (2010) provides a statutory framework for a state-
wide dropout reengagement system to provide education and services to 
older youth who have dropped out of school or are not expected to gradu-
ate from high school by age 21. Under the system, school districts are authorized 
to enter into model inter-local agreements with an educational service district, community or 
technical college, or other public entity to provide a dropout reengagement program for eli-
gible students, or enter into a model contract with a community-based organization. Qualified 
dropout reengagement programs offer at least the following:  academic instruction, including 
GED preparation, academic skills, and college and work readiness preparation, that generates 
high school credit for a diploma and has the goal of academic and work readiness; instruction 
by certified teachers or college instructors whose credentials are established by the college; 
case management, counseling, and resource and referral services; and opportunity for qualified 
students to enroll in college courses tuition-free if the program provider is a college.

Illinois SB 1796 (2009) establishes the Illinois Hope and Opportunity Pathways through Educa-
tion Program to develop a comprehensive system to re-enroll more high school dropouts in 
programs that will enable them to earn their high school diploma, including year-round classes, 
summer school, evening courses and community college courses.

Ohio SB 311 (2007) requires the State Board of Education to adopt a plan that enables students 
to earn units of high school credit based on a demonstration of subject area competency, in-
stead of or in combination with completing hours of classroom instruction.

Texas HB 1137 (2007) authorizes school districts to admit anyone who is at least age 21 and 
younger than age 26 who wants to complete the requirements for a high school diploma. State 
funding is available to cover costs of student attendance.

Texas HB 1 (2006) enacts the Optional Flexible School Day Program, providing an optional 
school day program for students in grades nine through 12 who are dropouts or at risk of drop-
ping out. The law allows school districts flexibility in the numbers of hours per day or the num-
ber of days per week a student attends classes. 

Indiana HB 1347 (2006) creates the Fast Track Program, in which community colleges and four-
year institutions can offer a high school completion program to students age 19 or older and to 
students who have their high school’s permission.
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Build capacity to transform or replace 
low graduation-rate high schools

States can aggressively target the relatively small 
number of high schools that graduate 60 percent 
or less of their incoming freshmen. We know 
which high schools produce many, if not most, 
of the dropouts in each state and we must build 
capacity and target resources so that they can be 
transformed or replaced. 

A subset of high schools exists in the United States 
that graduates 60 percent or less—often much 
less—of the freshman class that entered four years 
earlier. Researchers at Johns Hopkins University 
have identified the almost 2,000 high schools—
often referred to as “dropout factories”—conclud-
ing that they turn out approximately 51 percent 
of the nation’s dropouts. These high schools, lo-
cated throughout the nation, are concentrated in 
about 50 large cities and 15 primarily southern 
and southwestern states. The schools serve many 
minority and low-income students and have fewer 
resources and less-qualified teachers than schools 
in more affluent neighborhoods with more white 
students. In fact, approximately 46 percent of 
the nation’s African American and 39 percent of 
its Latino students attend high schools in which 
graduation is not the norm, compared to only 11 
percent of white students.33

In May 2010, Mass Insight Education and Re-
search Institute (Mass Insight) released its report, 
Enabling School Turnaround through State Policy. 
It identified promising state practices for turn-
ing around low-performing schools in four areas:  
authority and autonomy, accountability, capacity 
and strategy. The report highlights groups of states 
that have passed comprehensive state legislation 
for turning around low-performing schools.34 We 
encourage legislatures to identify low graduation-
rate high schools and develop comprehensive state 
strategies to classify schools and districts based 
on performance, align and coordinate improve-
ment efforts, and implement intensive interven-
tions where needed. States should consider using 
proven comprehensive school reform models, such 
as those identified by the Comprehensive School 
Reform Quality Center, the What Works Clear-
inghouse, and the American Youth Policy Forum.

Key messages
*	 Transform or replace the schools that graduate 60 percent or less 

of incoming freshmen.

*	 Identify and target low graduation-rate high schools with compre-
hensive state strategies that classify schools and districts based 
on performance, align and coordinate improvement efforts, and 
implement intensive interventions where needed.

*	 Consider using proven comprehensive school reform models, 
such as those identified by the Comprehensive School Reform 
Quality Center, the What Works Clearinghouse and the American 
Youth Policy Forum.
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State Examples

Tennessee SB 7005a (2010) creates the Achievement School District with-
in the Department of Education. Authorizes the commissioner of education 
to contract with one or more individuals, governmental entities or nonprofit 
entities to manage the day-to-day operation of any or all schools or Local Education 
Agencies (LEAs) placed in the Achievement School District. Managers of schools in the Achieve-
ment School District are authorized to determine whether any teacher who was previously as-
signed to such school shall have the option of continuing to teach at that school as an employee 
of the managing entity; and can apply for a waiver of any state board rule that inhibits or hinders 
the school’s or LEA’s ability to achieve the required adequate yearly progress benchmarks. After a 
school or LEA that has been placed in the Achievement School District achieves the required ad-
equate yearly progress benchmarks for two consecutive years, the commissioner must develop a 
transition plan for returning the school or LEA to the jurisdiction of the local board of education.

Colorado SB 163 (2009) assigns the state board of education the following duties with regard to 
accountability:

Setting, reaffirming or revising statewide targets for measuring the performance of each school •	
and district in the areas of student longitudinal academic growth, student achievement levels 
on the statewide assessments, postsecondary and workforce readiness, and progress made in 
closing the achievement and growth gaps;

Removing a school district’s accreditation if it remains at or below a certain accreditation cat-•	
egory for five consecutive school years and directing the school district or the institute to take 
certain restructuring actions;

Annually directing each public school in the state to adopt a performance, improvement, pri-•	
ority improvement or turnaround plan, based on the public school’s performance; and

Directing a school district to restructure one of its public schools if the school remains at a •	
specified plan type or below for five consecutive school years.

Assigns to the commissioner of education and the department specified tasks with regard to ac-
countability, including:

Creating a state review panel to critically evaluate and provide recommendations concerning •	
improvement, priority improvement or turnaround plans and making recommendations con-
cerning removing accreditation and restructuring;

Providing technical assistance and support; and•	

Creating and maintaining an internet-based data delivery system for publishing performance •	
reports; the accreditation category for each school district; the performance, improvement, 
priority improvement or turnaround plan for each public school and district; and supporting 
data.

Michigan HB 4787 (2009) provides for identification of the lowest achieving 5 percent of public 
schools and places them under the supervision of a state school reform/redesign officer:

Requires the governing body of low-achieving schools to submit a redesign plan to the re-•	
form/redesign officer, implementing one of four school intervention models:  the turnaround 
model, the restart model, the school closure model or the transformation model. 
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Requires the plan to be drafted in consultation with the local teacher bargaining unit and the •	
local superintendent. Once a plan is implemented, the school board must send regular moni-
toring reports to the state reform officer.

Creates a single State School Reform/Redesign School District made up of all public schools •	
whose redesign plans were disapproved, as well as all of those schools whose redesign plans 
were not achieving satisfactory results.

Requires the state reform officer to report at least annually to the education standing com-•	
mittees of the Senate and House of Representatives on the progress being made in improving 
student proficiency due to these new measures. 

Mississippi SB 2628 (2009) establishes a Mississippi Recovery School District within the State De-
partment of Education. The Mississippi Recovery School District will provide leadership, manage-
ment and oversight of all school districts that are subject to state conservatorship. 

Defines a failing district as a district that for two consecutive years fails to meet both the ab-•	
solute student achievement standards and the rate of annual growth expectation standards 
as set by the State Board of Education. In setting the benchmarks for school districts, the State 
Board of Education may also take into account such factors as graduation rates, dropout rates, 
completion rates, and the extent to which the school or district employs qualified teachers in 
every classroom. 

A school district that has been designated as failing also must establish a community-based •	
prekindergarten through higher education council comprised of a broad spectrum of com-
munity members, including economic developers, elected officials, civic leaders, business 
leaders, faith-based leaders, social services representatives, nonprofit organization represen-
tatives, school attendance officers, law enforcement officials, health department officials, day 
care providers, librarians, parents and others who have knowledge and resources that can be 
leveraged to build strong communities. The council will serve as a community-led group that 
is inclusive, accountable and required to publicly report progress to the entire community.

Colorado SB 130 (2008) enacts the Innovation Schools Act of 2008:

Allows a public school or group of public schools to submit to its school district board of edu-•	
cation an innovation plan to allow the school or group of schools to implement innovations, 
including, but not limited to, innovations in delivery of educational services, personnel admin-
istration and decision making, and budgeting. Allows a local board to create a plan in collabo-
ration with one or more schools in the school district. 

Requires the local board of a district of innovation to review the performance of each innova-•	
tion school or school within an innovation school zone every three years following approval of 
the plan to determine whether the school is achieving or making adequate progress toward 
achieving the academic performance results specified in the plan. Allows the local board to 
revise the plan in collaboration with the affected school, subject to the consent of specified 
personnel at the affected school. 

Allows a local board to revoke a plan and a school’s innovation status or the designation of an •	
innovation school zone if the affected school or schools do not improve at a sufficient rate. 

Requires the commissioner and the state board to report annually to the governor and the •	
education committees of the General Assembly concerning implementation of the act and to 
post the report on the Department of Education’s website.
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Conduct policy audits, eliminate 
counterproductive policies and  
provide incentives for collaboration

State legislators should conduct or request thor-
ough reviews of policies currently in state statute 
to bring to light areas where disincentives and 
counterproductive policies may exist, and devel-
op incentives and systems for several providers to 
share data and joint accountability for increasing 
high school graduation rates.

In many cases, schools and districts have policies 
that exacerbate the dropout problem by “pushing 
out” kids who are low-performing, who have be-
havior problems, or who are otherwise considered 
to be problem students. State legislatures should 
evaluate and closely monitor the effects of at-
tendance, grade retention, grade promotion, dis-
cipline and suspension policies; over-promoting 
GEDs; and promoting alternative schools to all 
struggling students to determine whether they are 
used equitably and reasonably. Schools and dis-
tricts should track, report and be held accountable 
for the number of students who are affected by 
each of these policies and whether they ultimately 
graduate. 

State legislatures can request a review of student 
enrollment count mechanisms for use in school 
funding. Thirteen states use a single count date; 
districts receive all their funds based on that count, 
usually on or around October 1. This can create a 
disincentive for schools to retain all students after 

that date, and also creates a lack of financial incen-
tive to enroll out-of-school youth who try to reen-
roll after the count date. Several other approaches 
are being used in states, including multiple count 
dates, average daily attendance, average daily 
membership, a single count period, and multiple 
count periods.35 We encourage states to review the 
advantages and disadvantages of each approach 
when considering changes to student enrollment 
count mechanisms.

Evidence suggests that raising the maximum com-
pulsory school age above 16 curtails dropout rates 
and produces other positive results.36 Until recently, 
most states permitted students to drop out of high 
school at age 16; now, 32 states have set their com-
pulsory school age to 17 or 18.37 States can make 
maximum compulsory school attendance require-
ments more meaningful by revoking work permits 
and driving privileges of students who drop out 
before the state-set minimum school-leaving age. 
States also can require that students who withdraw 
from school before graduation receive informa-
tion not only about the economic consequences 
of dropping out, but also how they can complete 
their high school diploma after they do so.

With responsibility for education, health, social 
services, and juvenile justice policies and budgets, 
state legislators can develop incentives and systems 
for several providers to share data and joint ac-
countability for increasing high school graduation 
rates. State accountability measures—including 
cooperative agreements, formal data sharing, and 
flexible funding formulas—can encourage these 
often separately functioning state agencies to work 
together to help all children served by more than 
a single agency graduate from high school. Com-
munity-based organizations such as Big Brothers 
Big Sisters, Boys & Girls Clubs, City Year and 
Communities in Schools also play critical roles 
in addressing the academic, social, emotional and 
physical factors that influence student success in 
school. States can support their efforts to tackle the 
dropout crisis by supporting collaboration among 
providers, allowing greater flexibility in funding, 
reducing barriers to coordination, and supporting 
the role of intermediaries that help match students 
with programs and providers.38

Key messages
*	 In many cases, existing school and district policies exacerbate the 

dropout problem by pushing out kids who are low-performing; who 
have behavior problems; or who are otherwise considered to be prob-
lem students. 

*	 States should review district and state policies to ensure that they 
create incentives for retaining students and reenrolling out-of-school 
youth.

*	 Legislators can develop incentives and systems for various providers 
to work together and share data and joint accountability for increas-
ing high school graduation rates. 
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State Examples

Colorado SB 8 (2010) requires the Department of Education to conduct a 
study to evaluate the feasibility, local education provider impact, and de-
sign of a system to allow calculation of a district’s pupil enrollment based 
on the average number of days a pupil is enrolled in the district during the school 
year rather than based on a single count date. 

Maine LD 1703 (2010) directs the Department of Corrections, the Department of Health and 
Human Services and the Department of Education to together develop a plan that identifies 
an ongoing mechanism for providing flexible funding for youth who are served by several state 
agencies.

Alabama SB 334 (2009) raises the compulsory school attendance age from 16 to 17. A child over 
age 17 may withdraw from public school prior to graduation only if written consent is granted 
by the child’s parent or legal guardian and an exit interview is conducted where the student 
and the student’s parent or legal guardian have been advised that withdrawal from school shall 
likely reduce the student’s future earning potential and increase the likelihood that he or she 
will be unemployed in the future.

Florida SB 1540 (2009) discourages schools from arresting students for minor offenses such as 
classroom disruption and fighting; requires that schools take the particular circumstances of the 
student’s misconduct into account before issuing punishment; and encourages schools to use 
alternatives to expulsion or referral to law enforcement unless the use of such alternatives poses 
a threat to school safety.

Indiana HB 1419 (2009) requires the governing body of a school corporation to develop a plan 
for improving student behavior and discipline that incorporates a graduated system of disci-
pline; it is to include actions that may be taken in lieu of suspension or expulsion. Requires work-
ing with parents to develop a plan to improve student behavior.

Louisiana HB 1091 (2008) limits the circumstances under which students can withdraw from 
school, provides for collecting and reporting related data, requires an exit interview, provides 
that information about training and employment opportunity programs be available, and re-
lates to parental consent for withdrawal from school before graduation.

New Hampshire SB 18 (2007) raises from 16 to 18 the age of required attendance of children 
in school.

Indiana HB 1794 (2005) and HB 1347 (2006) include consequences for dropouts and incentives 
for schools to keep them. Students younger than age 18 can drop out of high school only for 
financial or health reasons or with permission of a judge; potential dropouts must participate in 
an exit interview with their parents and the principal to discuss the economic consequences of 
dropping out and how they can finish their high school diploma after they do so.
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Hold schools and districts  
accountable for improving  
high school graduation rates

Legislatures should force a debate on state data 
and accountability systems by setting aggressive 
goals and annual growth rate targets for gradua-
tion rate improvements; examining and refining 
definitions related to graduation rate accountabil-
ity; and including a process for reporting to state 
legislatures on progress.

In 2008, the federal government released regula-
tions requiring that the four-year adjusted cohort 
graduation rate be used for both reporting and ac-
countability. States are required to set long-term 
goals for graduation rates and annual growth tar-
gets that demonstrate “continuous and substantial 
improvement” from the previous year. For a school 
or district to make Adequate Yearly Progress, it 
must meet the states’ goals for proficiency on state 
tests and graduation rates. Because decisions about 
specific long-term goals and annual growth targets 
are left to the states, it is our responsibility to set 
aggressive goals for improving high school gradu-
ation rates and count them heavily in our state ac-
countability systems. 

States must examine and refine definitions related 
to graduation rate accountability so that schools 

and districts are rewarded for improving overall 
graduation rates; improving graduation rates for 
subgroups of students; and keeping kids in school 
through graduation. This includes examining who 
is included in a four-year cohort and who may be 
excluded, including how cohorts are defined and 
verified; examining how exit codes are used in 
schools and districts so that dropouts cannot be 
counted as transfers; examining the effectiveness 
of the GED versus a high school diploma; and ex-
amining the use of five- and six-year graduation 
rates to encourage schools to keep kids through 
graduation. State legislatures should request regu-
lar updates on progress and legislative action need-
ed to improve graduation rate accountability.

In addition to a four-year rate, federal regulations 
also allow states to use an additional “extended-
year” graduation rate that measures how many 
students graduate in more than four years. States 
should consider adding five- and six-year gradua-
tion rates for use in school accountability systems 
and funding formulas. The additional rates pro-
vide flexibility and financial incentives that can 
encourage schools and districts to help more stu-
dents graduate, even when they take longer than 
the traditional four years.

Key messages
*	 States must set aggressive goals and annual growth rate targets for 

improving high school graduation rates.

*	 State accountability systems should reward schools and districts for 
improving overall graduation rates; improving graduation rates for 
subgroups of students; and keeping kids in school through gradua-
tion. 

*	 States can add five- and six-year graduation rates to the four-year 
graduation rates for use in school accountability systems and fund-
ing formulas.



27National Conference of State Legislatures

A Path to Graduation for Every Child

State Examples

North Carolina SB 1246 (2010) directs the State Board of Education to 
develop a growth model establishing annual goals for continuous and 
substantial improvement in the four-year cohort graduation rate by local 
school administrative units. Establishes as a short-term goal that local school 
administrative units meet the annual growth model goals beginning with the 
graduating class of 2011 and continuing annually thereafter. Establishes as long-term minimum 
goals statewide four-year cohort graduation rates of 74 percent by 2014; 80 percent by 2016; 
and 90 percent by 2018. Establishes as a long-term goal with benchmarks and recommenda-
tions to reach a statewide four-year cohort graduation rate of 100 percent.

California SB 1251 (2008) adds five- and six-year graduation rates to the state Academic Per-
formance Index of schools, allowing schools to receive half credit for pupils graduating in five 
years, and one-quarter credit for pupils graduating in six years, compared to full credit for pupils 
graduating in four years.

Florida SB 1908 (2008) expands Florida’s school grading system so that, beginning with the 
2009-2010 school year, 50 percent of a high school’s grade is based on the following factors:

The high school graduation rate of the school;•	

The performance and participation of the school’s students in College Board Advanced •	
Placement courses, International Baccalaureate courses, dual enrollment courses, and Ad-
vanced International Certificate of Education courses; and the students’ achievement of in-
dustry certification in a career and professional academy;

Postsecondary readiness of the school’s students as measured by the SAT, ACT or the com-•	
mon placement test;

The high school graduation rate of at-risk students;•	

The performance of the school’s students on statewide standardized end-of-course assess-•	
ments; and

The growth or decline in the above components from year to year.•	
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The costs of dropping out are high—to the 
student; to the states; and to the nation. 
For students who do not earn their high 

school diploma, the future is grim. We no longer 
live in a society where high school dropouts can 
earn a living wage. Not only do dropouts see a sig-
nificant decrease in earning power and workforce 
opportunities, but they also are far more likely to 
spend their lives periodically unemployed, on gov-
ernment assistance, or cycling in and out of the 
prison system.39 Each high school dropout is a loss 
to our states and communities through costs to 
society, diminished quality of life, and—most im-
portantly—loss of productive, engaged citizens. 

The current economic crisis offers an opportunity 
to act. The economic downturn has wreaked hav-
oc on state budgets, forcing difficult choices and 
driving important conversations about state eco-
nomic priorities, responsibilities and accountabili-
ty. The current crisis in state budgets is expected to 
continue for several more years. It provides an op-
portunity to pare duplicate services; hold agencies 
accountable for improving results; and find new 
ways to collaborate, share information, and ensure 
that state policy environments provide incentives 
for improving high school graduation rates. 

State legislators must be leaders in dropout pre-
vention and recovery and set the expectation that 

all students will successfully gradu-
ate from high school ready for suc-
cess in college, careers and life. The 
time is now—we cannot wait until 
the current economic crisis subsides. 
We must take advantage of this op-
portunity to reexamine our expecta-
tions, policies and processes to en-
sure that schools and districts have 
every incentive and opportunity to 
help kids navigate a path to gradua-
tion and beyond. 

This is our responsibility and thus 
our call to action:  We must ensure 
that graduating every child means 
graduating every child. The clock is 
ticking for our children, our states 
and our nation. 

4. Call to Action

Figure 7. Percentage Change in Graduation Rates, 2001-2002 to 2007-2008, by State

Note: Data for South Carolina from 2006-2007; 2007-2008 data not available.
Source:  U.S. Department of Education National Center for Education Statistics, Trends in High School Dropout 
and Completion Rates in the United States: 1972–2008 Compendium Report (December 2010):  Chris Chapman, 
National Center for Education Statistics; Jennifer Laird, MPR Associates Inc.; Angelina KewalRamani, Education 
Statistics Services Institute American Institutes for Research.
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States Making Great Gains

The education recommendations, policy guidelines and legislation that state lawmakers have 
put in place during the past decade are playing a vital role in decreasing the number of students 
who drop out of high school in Tennessee and Alabama.

A new report shows positive signs that states are making progress in reducing the number of 
students who drop out of high school. The report—released in November 2010 by the America’s 
Promise Alliance, Civic Enterprises and Johns Hopkins University’s Everyone Graduates Center—
highlights successful case studies in Tennessee and Alabama. It acknowledges the role of state 
legislators in creating policy environments that have helped increase high school graduation 
rates, including strong leadership with clear graduation rate goals; collaboration among many 
sectors that is guided by data; commitment to innovation and continuous improvement; tech-
nical assistance for evidence-based solutions; and high expectations, better policies and more 
support for students.

Tennessee:  From 2002 to 2008, Tennessee led the nation in increasing its high school gradua-
tion rate from just under 60 percent to 75 percent. Researchers credit a statewide approach that 
included collaboration and coordination among stakeholders; setting clear and high statewide 
expectations; effectively using data to improve teaching and learning; and improving technical 
assistance to struggling schools.

Alabama:  Between 2002 and 2008, Alabama’s high school graduation rate increased from 62 
percent to 69 percent. Researchers credit leadership from state policymakers that made drop-
out prevention and increased graduation rates a statewide priority; set clear and high statewide 
expectations and standards for students; built capacity for comprehensive school improvement, 
including state-sponsored professional development and training; and provided intensive sup-
ports to students to finish high school.

Source:  Robert Balfanz, John M. Bridgeland, Laura A. Moore and Joanna Hornig Fox, Building 
a Grad Nation:  Progress and Challenge in Ending the High School Dropout Epidemic (Washington, 
D.C.:  Civic Enterprises, Everyone Graduates Center at Johns Hopkins University and America’s 
Promise Alliance,  November 2010); http://www.every1graduates.org/gradnation.html.
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Web Resources

Alliance for Excellent Education
www.all4ed.org

American Youth Policy Forum
www.aypf.org 

America’s Promise Alliance
www.americaspromise.org 

Attendance Works
www.attendanceworks.org

California Dropout Research Project
www.cdrp.ucsb.edu 

Comprehensive School Reform Quality Center
www.csrq.org

Education Trust
www.edtrust.org 

Everyone Graduates Center
www.every1graduates.org 

Forum for Youth Investment
www.forumforyouthinvestment.org 

International Association for K-12  
Online Learning
www.inacol.org 

National Conference of State Legislatures
www.ncsl.org 

National Middle School Association
www.nmsa.org

Ready by 21
www.readyby21.org 

What Works Clearinghouse
www.whatworks.ed.gov



31National Conference of State Legislatures

A Path to Graduation for Every Child

Notes

	 1. Susan Aud, et al., The Condition of Educa-
tion 2010 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of 
Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 
Institute of Education Sciences, June 2010).
	 2. Editorial Projects in Education, “Diplomas 
Count 2010:  Graduation by the numbers,” Education 
Week (Bethesda, Md.: June 10, 2010).
	 3. Aud et al., The Condition of Education 2010.
	 4. Thomas D. Snyder and Sally A. Dillow, Digest 
of Education Statistics 2009 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
Department of Education, National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, April 
2010).
	 5. Alliance for Excellent Education, The High 
Cost of High School Dropouts: What the Nation Pays for 
Inadequate High Schools (Washington, D.C.: Alliance 
for Excellent Education, August 2009).
	 6. John Michael Lee Jr. and Anita Rawls, The 
College Completion Agenda 2010 Progress Report (New 
York, N.Y.: College Board Advocacy and Policy Cen-
ter, 2010).
	 7. Snyder and Dillow, Digest of Education Statistics 
2009.
	 8. Anthony P. Carnevale, Nicole Smith, and Jeff 
Strohl, Help Wanted: Projections of Jobs and Educa-
tion Requirements through 2018 (Washington, D.C.: 
Georgetown University Center on Education and the 
Workforce, June 2010).
	 9. Aud et al., The Condition of Education 2010.
	 10. Ibid.
	 11. Carnevale, Smith, and Strohl, Help Wanted: 
Projections of Jobs and Education Requirements through 
2018.
	 12. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, BLS Spot-
light on Statistics: Back to College (Washington, D.C.: 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, September 2010).
	 13. Russell Rumberger and Sun Ah Lim, Why 
Students Drop Out of School: A Review of 25 Years of 
Research, Policy Brief 15 (Santa Barbara, Calif.: Cali-
fornia Dropout Research Project, October 2008).
	 14. Robert Balfanz, et al., Grad Nation: A Guide 
to Help Communities Tackle the Dropout Crisis (Wash-
ington, D.C.: America’s Promise Alliance, February 
2009).

	 15. Shane J. Lopez, Youth Readiness for the Future:  
A Report on Findings from a Representative Gallup 
Student Poll Sample (Washington, D.C.: Gallup Inc., 
August 2010).
	 16. Achieve Inc., Closing the Expectations Gap 
2009: Fourth Annual 50-State Progress Report on the 
Alignment of High School Policies with the Demands 
of College and Careers (Washington, D.C.: Achieve, 
2009).
	 17. Linda Murray, The Education Trust – West 
(2010).  The San Jose Story – Twelve Years Out.  Pre-
sented to the American Youth Policy Forum on Sept. 
22, 2010; http://www.aypf.org/documents/Linda%20
Murray-%20San%20Jose%20Case%20Study%20
for%20AYPFx.pdf.
	 18. Christopher Mazzeo, College Prep for All? 
What We’ve Learned from Chicago’s Efforts (Chicago, Ill: 
Consortium on Chicago School Research, 2010).
	 19. Sarah Hooker and Betsy Brand, Success at 
Every Step: How 23 Programs Support Youth on the Path 
to College and Beyond (Washington, D.C.: American 
Youth Policy Forum, 2009).
	 20. Association for Career and Technical Educa-
tion, CTE’s Role in Dropout Prevention and Recovery, 
ACTE Issue Brief (Alexandria, Va.: ACTE, June 
2007).
	 21. Lamar Bailey, LegisBrief: High School Career 
and Technical Education (Denver, Colo.: National 
Conference of State Legislatures, April 2009).
	 22. Vincent Badolato, LegisBrief: Dual Enroll-
ment: Opportunities and Risks (Denver, Colo.: National 
Conference of State Legislatures, March 2008).
	 23. Melinda M. Karp et al., The Postsecondary 
Achievement of Participants in Dual Enrollment: An 
Analysis of Student Outcomes in Two States (St. Paul, 
Minn.: University of Minnesota National Research 
Center for Career and Technical Education, October 
2007).
	 24. Michelle Exstrom, Sara Shelton, and Helen 
Santiago, The College Completion Agenda State Policy 
Guide:  Recommendation Five, Educator Quality (Wash-
ington, D.C.: College Board Advocacy and Policy 
Center and the National Conference of State Legisla-
tures, July 2010).



National Conference of State Legislatures32

A Path to Graduation for Every Child

	 25. Michael Colasanti, “Initiatives that Require 
Students to Create Long-term Plans” (Denver, Colo.: 
Education Commission of the States, July 2008).
	 26. Hedy N. Chang and Mariajosé Romero, Pres-
ent, Engaged, and Accounted For: The Critical Impor-
tance of Addressing Chronic Absence in the Early Grades 
(New York, N.Y.: National Center for Children in 
Poverty, September 2008).
	 27. Douglas D. Ready, “Socioeconomic Dis-
advantage, School Attendance, and Early Cognitive 
Development: The Differential Effects of School Ex-
posure,” Sociology of Education 83, no. 4 (Washington, 
D.C.: American Sociological Association, October 
2010). 
	 28. Annie E. Casey Foundation, Early Warning! 
Why Reading by the End of Third Grade Matters (Balti-
more, Md.: Annie E. Casey Foundation, May 2010).
	 29. Martha A. MacIver et al., The Challenge 
of On-Time Arrival: The Seven-Year Flight Paths of 
Baltimore’s Sixth Graders of 1999-2000 (Baltimore, 
Md.: Baltimore Education Research Consortium, May 
2008).
	 30. Elaine M. Allensworth and John Q. Easton, 
What Matters For Staying On-Track and Graduating 
in Chicago Public High Schools: A Close Look at Course 
Grades, Failures, and Attendance in the Freshman Year 
(Chicago, Ill.: Consortium on Chicago School Re-
search, July 2007).
	 31. John M. Bridgeland et al., The Silent Epidem-
ic: Perspectives of High School Dropouts (Washington, 
D.C.: Civic Enterprises, March 2006).

	 32. Nancy Martin and Samuel Halperin, What-
ever It Takes: How Twelve Communities Are Reconnect-
ing Out-of-School Youth (Washington, D.C.: American 
Youth Policy Forum, 2006).
	 33. Robert Balfanz and Nettie Legters, Locating 
the Dropout Crisis:  Which High Schools Produce the Na-
tion’s Dropouts?  Where Are They Located?  Who Attends 
Them? (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University, 
September 2004).
	 34. Mass Insight Education and Research Insti-
tute, Enabling School Turnaround through State Policy 
(Boston, Mass.:  Mass Insight Education and Research 
Institute, May 2010).
	 35. Scott Groginsky, Student Enrollment Count 
Mechanisms for School Funding: A Survey of State Poli-
cies (Denver, Colo.: Colorado Children’s Campaign, 
August 2010).
	 36. John M. Bridgeland, John J. DiIulio Jr., and 
Ryan Streeter, Raising the School Compulsory Atten-
dance Age: The Case for Reform (Washington, D.C.: 
Civic Enterprises, 2007).
	 37. Robert Balfanz et al., Building a Grad Na-
tion: Progress and Challenge in Ending the High School 
Dropout Epidemic (Washington, D.C.: Civic Enter-
prises, Everyone Graduates Center at Johns Hopkins 
University and America’s Promise Alliance, November 
2010).
	 38. Hooker and Brand, Success at Every Step: How 
23 Programs Support Youth on the Path to College and 
Beyond.
	 39. Alliance for Excellent Education, The High 
Cost of High School Dropouts: What the Nation Pays for 
Inadequate High Schools.





A Path to Graduation for Every Child
State Legislative Roles and Responsibilities  

The costs of dropping out are high—to the student, to the states and to the nation.  Each high school dropout represents a 
loss to our states and communities through costs to society, diminished quality of life; and, most important, loss of productive, 
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high school graduation and are prepared for success in college, work and life.
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