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Introduction

High dropout rates across Texas and the
nation are causing parents, taxpayers, and
policymakers to examine the effectiveness
and quality of many public schools. There are
many different ways to analyze the dropout
crisis, with varying calculations and dropout
rates making it difficult to pinpoint the scope
of the problem. This paper seeks to educate
the public and policymakers to help them
compare and contrast the most commonly
used ways to calculate the dropout rate in
Texas, and fully understand the scope of the
dropout crisis.

Defining a Dropout

It is important to note that the definition of
a “dropout” has changed over time. In 1987,
state lawmakers defined a dropout as a stu-
dent in grades 7-12 who did not have a high
school diploma or the equivalent (GED) and
is absent from school for 30 or more consecu-
tive days without notification of that student
being enrolled in a separate public or private
school (TEC §11.205, 1998). When imple-
mented, the definition of a dropout also ex-
cluded: students with an approved excuse;
students who returned to school the next se-
mester or school year; students who withdrew
to enter a health care facility; and students in-
carcerated in correctional facilities.

In subsequent years, the definition of a drop-
out was changed to exclude: students previ-
ously counted as dropouts; all expelled stu-
dents; students who withdrew from school to

return to their home countries; students who
fail the exit-level TAAS but meet all gradua-
tion requirements; students who enroll in al-
ternative programs; and 16-year-olds that en-
roll in Job Corps programs leading to a GED.

In 2003, Texas lawmakers adopted the U.S.
Department of Education, National Center
for Educational Statistics (NCES) dropout
definition allowing Texas’ dropout rate to
be compared to other states using the NCES
definition. The NCES defines a dropout as a
student enrolled in public school in grades
7-12, who does not re-enroll the following
fall,* is not expelled, does not graduate, does
not receive a GED, does not continue school
in a private school or home-school setting,
does not begin college, and does not die. The
NCES definition was implemented in Texas in
the 2005-06 school year. Therefore, dropout
rates for the 2004-05 school year and earlier
are not comparable to dropout calculations in
the 2005-06 school year and beyond.

With the passage of House Bill 3 in 2009,
state lawmakers excluded five groups of stu-
dents from dropout counts when evaluating
the data for accreditation and performance
ratings beginning in the 2011-12 school year.
Those excluded are: previous dropouts; drop-
outs that don’t provide their school district
Foundation School Program funds; students
who are attending court-ordered GED pro-
grams; students incarcerated in facilities not
served by Texas public schools; and refugees
and asylees.

" A student has between the first day of school and the last Friday in September to enroll in public school to be

considered re-enrolled.

continued on next page



Texas Dropouts 101

September 2010

Leaver Codes

If a student in grades 7-12 does not enroll in public school
by the last Friday in September, then the school district is
required to submit a leaver record explaining their where-
abouts. Thus, a leaver is a student who did not come back to
school.

There are 14 different leaver reason codes that school dis-
tricts can use to explain the student’s status. One leaver code
is for graduating from high school. Twelve of the 14 codes
are for exclusions such as: expelled, died, returned to home
country, removed by Child Protective Services, withdrew for
home-schooling, moved out-of-state, and withdrew to en-
roll in a Texas private school. The last leaver code Other is
for reasons unknown or not included in the above list. The
code Other is the only code included in the calculation of the
dropout rate. In the 2008-09 school year, there were 40,972
students coded as Other that are counted as dropouts.

Leaver records submitted by school districts in fall 2009
show that:

o 66.8 percent or 264,275 students graduated,

o 10.4 percent or 40,972 students dropped out, and

o 22.8 percent or 90,116 students left Texas public schools
for other reasons.

Out of the more than 90,000 Texas students who left Texas
public school, 41.9 percent of students enrolled in school out-
side Texas (37,718 students), 23.3 percent of students began
home-schooling (20,948 students), and 13.9 percent of stu-
dents enrolled in a Texas private school (12,516 students).

It is important to note that there could be an incentive for
the school district to miscode the reason a student left their
school so that it does not affect their dropout rate and ac-
countability rating. The Texas Education Agency may not
receive data from local school districts for every 7-12 grade
student that is considered a “leaver;” meaning they have not
re-enrolled in the public school system. Students for whom
enrollment or leaver records are expected but are not re-
ceived are considered “underreported” students. In the 2008-
09 school year, 0.5 percent of all students in grades 7-12, or
10,045 students, were classified as unknown or underreport-
ed. Students classified as underreported are not included in
the dropout calculation.

Various Dropout Rate Calculations

Texas Education Agency Annual Dropout Rate

The annual dropout rate measures the percentage of students
who drop out of school during one school year. There are
three ways to calculate the annual dropout rate: using data
from grades 7-8, grades 7-12, or data from grades 9-12. The
Texas Education Agency (TEA) has been calculating the an-
nual dropout rate for grades 7-12 since the 1987-88 school
year, and for grades 9-12 since the 1998-99 school year. The
7-12 annual dropout rate is used to determine accountabil-
ity ratings for alternative education schools. The 9-12 annual
dropout rate is not used to determine accountability rat-
ings and is a report-only measure. The grade 7 and 8 annual
dropout rate is used to determine a school and district’s ac-
countability rating.

Advantages

This measure uses student-level data, meaning it is not an
estimate but is based on actual student data. In addition, the
annual dropout rate can be calculated for specific groups of
students based on a variety of characteristics including: eth-
nicity, socio-economic status, age, gender, grade level, and
participation in a special program such as special education
or bilingual education. Such information can be useful in
identifying problems contributing to a higher dropout rate.

Disadvantages

One disadvantage of the annual dropout rate method of cal-
culation is that it gives a very low dropout rate that could
be seen to minimize and understate the dropout problem. A
disadvantage with using student-level data is that school dis-
tricts self-report data and there could be an issue with data
quality at some districts. If there is a data entry error on ba-
sic student identification information, this can prevent a year
of an individual student’s record from being linked to other
years, causing it to be inaccurate.

Texas Education Agency Completion

Rate & Longitudinal Dropout Rate

The completion rate is the percentage of students (7th or 9th
graders) who complete high school by their anticipated grad-
uation date. The longitudinal dropout rate is the percentage
of students from the same class who drop out of high school
before completing their high school education.
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TABLE 1: Various Statewide Texas Public School Dropout Rates

1999 2.2% 8.5%

2001 1.4% 6.2%

2003 1.3% 4.5%

2005 1.3% 4.3%

2007 3.9%* 11.4%*

2009 2.9%* 9.4%*

Source: Texas Education Agency

*Texas adopted the NCES definition of dropouts in the 2005-06 school year making the TEA dropout rates from 2006 and beyond incomparable to previous dropout rates.

TABLE 2: Texas' 2009 Four-Year Completion Rate & Longitudinal Dropout Rate

Graduated 80.6%
Received GED 1.4%
Continued High School 8.6%
Dropped Out (4-yr) 9.4%
Total 100%

Source: Texas Education Agency

TABLE 3: Texas' 2008 Four-Year Completion Rate & Longitudinal Dropout Rate by Education Service Center Region

Graduated 79.1% 80.3% 77.8% 77.8% 83.3% 74.0%
Received GED 1.5% 1.6% 1.3% 1.2% 1.2% 2.2%
Continued High School 8.9% 9.1% 9.5% 9.2% 7.5% 10.8%
Dropped Out (4-yr) 10.5% 9.0% 11.3% 11.8% 7.9% 13.0%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Source: Texas Education Agency and AEIS Reports
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The completion rate and longitudinal rate added together
equal 100 percent. The Texas Education Agency began cal-
culating the longitudinal dropout rate for grades 7-12 in the
1997-98 school year. This calculation requires eight years of
student-level enrollment and dropout data.

Texas breaks out the completion rate data into three catego-
ries:

1. Graduating,

2. Continuing high school beyond four years, or

3. Receiving a General Educational Development (GED)
certificate.

Schools and districts are held accountable in the state ac-
countability system for their completion rate. There are two
ways to calculate the completion rate: tracking a cohort of
beginning 7th graders, or tracking a cohort of beginning 9th
graders until the fall following their anticipated graduation
date. For purposes of this paper, we will examine the com-
pletion rate for beginning 9th graders.

To determine the completion rate and longitudinal drop-
out rate, the Texas Education Agency assigns each student
a student identifier number and tracks their whereabouts
in the Public Education Information Management System
(PEIMS) at the state level, with the help of data obtained by
multiple sources including school districts. A student only
belongs to one cohort and stays with their cohort regardless
of them graduating early or being held back.

Advantages

An advantage of the completion and longitudinal dropout
rate is that it provides the public more specific information
about students by differentiating between those that gradu-
ated, continued on in high school, or obtained a GED. It also
is more accurate than an attrition rate calculation because it
uses multiple years of data to make adjustments for students
who move out of state, transfer to a private school or home-
school environment, die, or other circumstances that do not
constitute dropping out. It is also continually updated rather
than a single point in time.

The Texas Education Agency
reports that 24.2 percent of 2008

continuing students dropped out.

Disadvantages

A disadvantage of the completion and longitudinal dropout
rate measurement is that it does not include some dropouts
in the rate until several years after they drop out. For exam-
ple, if a 9th grade student drops out of school they are not
counted as a dropout under this calculation until the fall af-
ter what should have been their senior year. Thus, the school
district is not held accountable for that student dropping out
until several years after the student dropped out. In addition,
if a student who continues on in high school for a fifth year
drops out they are never counted as a dropout. The 5-year
graduation rate is a report-only measure and is not used in
the state accountability system to rate schools and districts.

In the class of 2008, there were 26,865 students who contin-
ued high school beyond four years and re-enrolled in the fall
of 2008. There were 6,495 continuing students who dropped
out, leading to a 24.2 percent dropout rate for continuing
students. The completion rate and longitudinal dropout rate
calculation also does not produce dropout rates by grade.

Other Types of Measures

Intercultural Development Research
Association (IDRA) Attrition Rate

The IDRA attrition rate is the percent change in the student
enrollment between 9th grade and 12th grade (the base year
and end year). The rate is an estimate that uses aggregate pub-
lic school enrollment numbers from Texas™ state-level Pub-
lic Education Information Management System (PEIMS).
IDRA examines student enrollment numbers at two points

* Graduates include summer graduations. To be counted as a graduate in the class of 2009, a student needed to have graduated by August 31, 2009.
T A student must have received a GED certificate by August 31, 2009 to be counted as receiving a GED for the class of 2009 calculations.
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in time at the beginning of both the 9th and 12th grades to
estimate those not enrolled with their class three years later.
This analysis allows for increases and decreases in a school
district’s enrollment figures since district enrollment varies
from school year to school year. IDRA, a non-profit orga-
nization located in San Antonio, Texas, has been calculat-
ing Texas’ attrition rate since the 1985-86 school year at the
statewide and county level broken out by ethnicity and race.

The IDRA attrition rate has fluctuated between 33 percent in
1985-86, 43 percent in 1996-97, and 31 percent in 2008-09.
Other organizations might calculate the attrition rate for an
individual school or a school district and could use different
starting and ending points.

Advantages

An advantage of using the attrition rate is that it is a simple
measure that the public understands. In addition, IDRA has
used the same methodology since 1986 which allows for
comparisons to be made over time.

Disadvantages

One large disadvantage to using the attrition rate is that it
does not take into account individual student data and thus
does not incorporate specific student information such as:
students who graduate early; students who transfer to other
schools (public, private, or home-school settings); students
who are held back a year; students who die; or students who
move to a different school, district, or out-of-state. Student
mobility rates are important to consider since Texas has a
mobile student population and mobility rates do not impact
schools and districts around the state equally. There are many
fast-growing suburban school districts with large increases
in student enrollment while some urban school districts are
experiencing large reductions in student enrollment. This
calculation may actually mask the true dropout rate in sub-
urban areas as the influx of students could easily overcome
a high number of students dropping out. Thus, an attrition
rate that does not take into account student mobility for a
particular city or area could be significantly inaccurate.

Conclusion

In 2009, 68,414 Texas students did not graduate with their
class (based on the Texas Education Agency longitudinal
completion and dropout rate for grades 9-12). Too many
students are dropping out of school and determining that a

public school diploma is irrelevant to them. As Texas strug-
gles with a dropout crisis, policymakers need to improve the
quality of public education and should also explore new so-
lutions to catch those students who continue to fall through
the cracks. Dropouts desperately need a second chance at an
education and should be given a variety of options—be it in
a public, charter, virtual, or private school—that meet their
individual needs.

Recommendations

Increase Transparency & Accountability
with the Dropout Rate and Graduation Rate

Currently, only the 7th and 8th grade annual dropout rate
is used to rate schools and districts under the standard ac-
countability system. In addition, the 7-12 annual dropout
rate is used to rate schools and districts under the alternate
education accountability system. Traditional schools and dis-
tricts should be held accountable for the 7-12 annual dropout
rate as well and have it used in their accountability ratings.
Having all schools be evaluated with the same dropout rate
would allow for greater transparency with dropouts.

In addition, Texas schools are not held accountable for con-
tinuing students who dropout. For example, out of 26,865
Texas students who re-enrolled for a fifth year of high school
in the fall of 2008, 6,495 dropped out. This means that con-
tinuing students had a dropout rate of 24.2 percent in 2008.
Texas should hold schools and districts accountable in the
state accountability system for their 5-year graduation rate
by adding it as a measure to the state accountability system.

Create an Education Tax Credit

Many parents desire a different educational environment for
their child such as home-schooling, a different public school,
or private school, but cannot afford the additional expense.
Texas should adopt an education tax credit so that parents
are empowered to send their children to the school of their
choice—whether public, private, or home-school. Tax cred-
its save the state and taxpayers money, have a broad base of
support, and are less vulnerable to attacks in court as they
have never been declared unconstitutional at a state or feder-
al level despite several court challenges. Policymakers should
consider creating an education tax credit whereby businesses
can claim a credit against the franchise tax for donations to a
scholarship organization.

Texas Public Policy Foundation
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o Create a tax credit scholarship program for: private
school tuition, transportation expenses to alternate pub-
lic schools, or home-school curriculum.

Increase Choices with Traditional Public Schools

Texas students are typically assigned their public school by
their zip code leaving them little choice in which school they
attend. Yet, each student has different educational needs and
interests. Competition among schools and education models
leads to real improvement in education. By allowing students
to move to different schools within the public school system
via transfers, open-enrollment policies, or magnet schools,
there is a greater incentive for schools to serve the individual
needs of students, operate efficiently, and compete to keep
that student enrolled.

« Create open-enrollment school district policies that al-
low students to pick which school in their district they
want to attend so they can choose the school that best
meets their needs.

« Improve student transfer policies within school districts
and with neighboring districts so that students are not
trapped in low-performing schools.

o Increase the number of magnet programs and schools
that specialize in specific areas with rigorous and rel-
evant curriculum.

Expand Public Charter School Options

Texas charter schools serve a higher percentage of minori-
ties and low-income students than traditional public schools
including many who have or are at-risk of dropping out of
school. For example, 83 percent of students at Texas charter
schools were minorities and 70 percent of students were low-
income compared to 65 percent and 55 percent respectively
at traditional schools during the 2007-08 school year. Drop-
out recovery charter schools focus exclusively on serving at-
risk students. These charter schools help students with chal-
lenges—such as teenage parents, homeless youth, students in
foster care, juvenile offenders, students in residential treat-
ment centers, and former dropouts—learn workforce skills
and earn their high school diploma or GED. Since charter
schools serve a large portion of at-risk students and former
dropouts, eliminating Texas’ cap on charter schools during
the next legislative session is important to encouraging inno-
vative alternatives to a traditional public school education. It

is also important to reduce red tape, bureaucracy, and barri-
ers that prevent successful charter schools from expanding.

« Eliminate or raise the cap on open-enrollment charter
schools.

»  Help successful charter schools expand by lowering bar-
riers to replication.

Expand the Virtual School Network

Texas is in the early stages of implementing a statewide net-
work of electronic courses called the Texas Virtual School
Network. The Texas Virtual School Network began offering
electronic courses to high school students in the spring se-
mester of the 2008-09 school year. Texas public school dis-
tricts, open-enrollment charter schools, education service
centers, and public or private institutions of higher educa-
tion are all eligible to provide electronic courses. Unfortu-
nately, not every current public school student has been of-
fered the opportunity to take up to two courses a semester
for free in the virtual school network, because many school
districts have not chosen to participate in the network. The
Texas Virtual School Network provides supplemental online
courses and therefore, does not grant diplomas. The student’s
home district or charter school awards credit for the course,
receives credit for the student’s TAKS score in that academic
area, and is in charge of granting students their diploma. Vir-
tual school courses can help students who live in rural areas
and have limited rigorous course offerings. In addition, tak-
ing a course online provides flexibility to students who may
be struggling with health issues, have difficulty learning in a
traditional classroom setting, need to work part-time, or are
a teenage parent.

« Encourage school districts to participate in the network
so more students have the opportunity and choice about
taking courses online.

« Expand the Texas Virtual School Network to provide
courses full-time and become diploma-granting entities.

Increase Rigor and Relevance of Courses

According to a poll by Civic Enterprises and Peter D. Hart
Research Associates, 47 percent of high school dropouts sur-
veyed said a major reason for dropping out of school was
because classes were not interesting. Challenging content
and relevance to the real world can capture students’ interest
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and keep them in school. Schools can create rigorous magnet
programs within a school or as a separate school.

In addition, schools with rigorous and relevant career

classes had the least likelihood of dropping out. Those
students with the highest risk of dropping out, those with
low test scores and low grades when entering high school,
had the greatest reduction in dropout rates.

and technology education (CTE) courses can engage
students with hands-on, project-based coursework and
teach advanced technical skills needed in the workplace.
Well-designed and well-taught CTE courses can improve
students’ academic and technical skills, increase high school .
graduation rates, promote post-secondary education, and
help students get and keep jobs. While research is mixed on
whether vocational education leads to improved academic
outcomes for attaining an industry credential, enrolling in
college, and graduating from college, research does find that
CTE reduces high school dropout rates. Students taking a
combination of three CTE classes for every four academic

Increase the number of rigorous magnet programs and
schools in a range of subjects.

Improve the quality and relevance of CTE curriculum.

Recruit current industry professionals and industry re-
tirees to teach CTE classes by reforming the teacher cer-
tification process and allow them to be a guest lecturer,
teach part-time, or mentor students aspiring to work in
that particular field. %
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