High School Completion Rates: Investigating a



An example of an estimated longitudi-
nal indicator is the graduation rate
computed by the U.S. Department of
Education. This measure divides the
number of regular diploma recipients
in a given school year by the number
of students enrolled in the ninth grade
four years earlier, as reported in the
Common Core of Data (CCD;
Clements, 1990). These rates are then
adjusted for inter-state migration rates
to reflect the movement of studentsin
and out of each state; however, since
the methodology does not track
individual students, the resulting rates
are only estimates.

A status indicator looks at a pool of
people in agiven age range, at agiven
point in time, and determines the
proportion of persons who are not
enrolled in high school and not high
school graduates. For example, the
National Center for Education Statis-
tics (NCES) reported that 11.5 percent
of 16 to 24 year-olds nationwide were
not enrolled in high school and were
not high school graduatesin 1994
(McMillen & Kaufman, 1996).

The fourth type of estimate of school
success looks at longitudinal data and
determines, to the greatest extent
possible, what has happened to a
group of students, or cohort, over a
given period of time by tracking
individual studentsin that cohort. An
example of alongitudinal measureis
the Holding Power Index (Hartzell,
McKay, & Frymier, 1992). Sinceitis
the methodology investigated for
replacing the dropout rate used in the
Texas accountability system, it is
discussed in further detail.

Holding Power Index

The Holding Power Index was origi-
nally conceived by William Denton of
Dallas Independent School District
and modified through work by Ruben
Carriedo of the San Diego Unified
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School District, Sharon Johnson-
Lewis of the Detroit Public Schools,
and Larry Barber, Jack Frymier, and
Neville Robertson of Phi Delta Kappa
(Hartzell, McKay, & Frymier, 1992).
The formulafor the Holding Power
Index measures a school s ability or
power to hold studentsin school
through graduation. Any student who
graduates, obtains his or her GED
certificate, or continues to be enrolled
after Grade 12 can contribute to a
school s Holding Power under this
methodology. Although theindex isa
measure of a school s success at
keeping students enrolled in schoal, it
can also provide practical information
to schools about the types of students
they lose over afour-year period.

Definition

Seven assumptions underlie the

formulafor the Holding Power Index.

1. Thereisarelationship between
what goes on at a high school and
the percentage of students who
graduate from that high school.

2. Thereare also factors beyond the
control of the high school that
contribute to a student s decision
to leave early and schools should
not be held accountable for those
students.

3. Thegraduating class cohort isthe
appropriate unit of analysisin
calculating the HPI for a school.

4. High school represents Grades 9-
12.

5. Four years, starting with Grade 9
and ending with Grade 12, isthe
appropriate time frame for
measuring dropout and graduation
rates with the Holding Power
Index.

6. A dropout isany student who
cannot be accounted for at the
time his or her graduating class
reaches the end of 12th grade.

7. TheHPI isdefined as the
percentage of studentsin each
graduating class cohort, including
those who constitute the original

membership of the cohort at the
start of the ninth grade and those
who subsequently transfer in, who
graduate or are still enrolled when
the cohort finishes grade 12
(Hartzell, McKay, & Frymier,
1992, p. 14).

Methodol ogy

Given the assumptions behind the
index, the HPI methodology requires
tracking a cohort, or class of students,
individually and determining each
student s status at the end of Grade
12. The original cohort consists of
first-time ninth gradersin the starting
year and adds any new studentsto the
cohort each successive year. A
student who transfers to a different
public school is removed from his or
her original cohort and added to the
cohort in the student s new school. A
student who transfers to a private
school or a public school in another
state is removed from the calculation
of the Holding Power Index. At the
end of four years, the cohort used in
computing the denominator of the
index consists of the original ninth
grade cohort plus any students who
have transferred in, minus any stu-
dents who have transferred out. The
numerator for the index consists of
on-time graduates, early graduates,
and students still enrolled. Sincethe
methodology behind the Holding
Power Index focuses on tracking
students over a given time period, the
status of a student is determined at the
cohort stypical graduation date (four
years after Grade 9).

Advantages and Disadvantages
of a School Completion Rate

One of the advantages of reporting a
longitudinal measure of successis that
it is more consistent with the public s
understanding of what a dropout or
school completer is someone who
enters high school and, during the
next four or five years, either com-
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pletes the program or drops out. A
longitudinal measure can be expected
to be more stable over time than an
annual measure. Fluctuationsin a
district sannual dropout rate may not
necessarily reflect the success or
failure of the district s dropout preven-
tion program. Also, a school comple-
tion rate is amore positive indicator
than the dropout rate, measuring
school successinstead of failure.

Another advantage of alongitudinal
completion rate is the length of time
schools have to encourage students to
return and graduate from high school
before they are held accountable for
that student. Because the status of a
student is not determined until the end
of four years, schools have up to four
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computation of school completion
rates for Texas.

Methodological 1ssues

When calculating a school completion
rate, criteriafor deciding who belongs
in the numerator need to be clearly
defined. Inthe Holding Power Index,
the definition of the numerator
includes on-time graduates, early
graduates, and students still enrolled.
However, when students drop out of
high school in Texas, some of these
students compl ete their high school
education by obtaining a GED
certificate. This effort, to complete an
alternative high school education, is
reflected in the accountability system
by not considering GED certificate
recipients as dropouts. Therefore, in
computing school completion rates
for Texas, GED certificate recipients
also might be considered school
completersin the Holding Power
formula. If GED certificate recipients
are included in the numerator, the
amount of time a student has to
complete the GED certificate once
they have withdrawn from school aso
will need to be decided.

Table 1 shows the effect of different
definitions on the state completion
rate computed for 1994-95. Including
only regular diploma recipients (early
and on-time graduates) in the numera-
tor produces a state compl etion rate of
70.8 percent. Therate increasesto
77.6 percent if students who do not
graduate but are still enrolled are
included. Including non-traditional
graduates, such as GED recipients,
increases the state rate to 87.9 per-
cent.

Another methodological issueisthe
treatment of students who transfer
from district to district. As part of the
methodol ogy for the Holding Power
Index, students who transfer in and
out of adistrict throughout the four
years aso transfer in and out of the
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Table 1. 1994-95 Completion Rates Based
on Different Definitions of Completers

Graduates Graduates,
and GED Recipients,
Traditional | Continuing | and Continuing
Graduates Students Students
Number of | 161,647 177,019 200,647
Students
Completion| 70 8o 77.6% 87.9%
Rate

Source: TEA PEIMS (1990-91 — 1995-96)

In 1994-95, traditional graduates produced a completion rate of 70.8
percent. When different definitions of completers were applied to the
state completion rate, the rate increased as high as 87.9 percent.

cohort within that district. The
district to which the final status of
that student is attributed is the last
district the student attends rather than
thefirst district. For example, a
district that loses a student (i.e., dueto
afamily move) after teaching him or
her for the first three years of high
school would not receive credit for
the final graduation status of that
student given the current computation
of theindicator. Similarly, adropout
also would be attributed to the last
district the student attended rather
than the first district from which he or
she dropped out.

For consistency with the current
calculation of the dropout rate, it has
been suggested that the school
completion indicator should track a
seventh grade cohort versus a ninth
grade cohort. Aswith any longitudi-
nal methodology, the length of
tracking can compound any problems
inthe data. Using the example of the
alternate personal identification
numbers described above, this data
problem would be compounded with
each year of tracking. Therefore,
tracking across four years versus six
years (a seventh grade cohort) mini-
mizes this problem. The impact of

changes to the PEIM S Data Standards
over time also would be minimized
with afour-year tracking process.
What islost in tracking a ninth grade
cohort are students who never make it
to high school. The impact of losing
seventh and eighth grade students
before high school will not be re-
flected in a completion rate calcul ated
for a ninth grade cohort.

A related methodological issueisthe
level of analysisused. Because the
completion rate is a cumulative
measure, it is only comparable for
campuses that include all the grades
covered intherate. Most Texas high
schools are Grade 9-12 schools.
However, many smaller districts have
Grade K-12 or Grade 7-12 schools.
Completion rates based on a seventh
grade cohort would not be comparable
for Grade 9-12 schools and Grade 7-
12 schools. Completion rates based on
a ninth grade cohort would be compa-
rable because both campus configura-
tionsinclude al the gradesincluded in
the calculation.

An argument can also be made for
computing the completion rate only at
the district level to enhance the equity
of the accountahility system. Middle
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and high schools must meet standards
on more indicators than elementary
schools under the current accountabil-
ity system, making it more difficult to
achieve the highest accountability
ratings. Y et the problems students
face in secondary schools that result in
dropping out, for example, often begin
in elementary school. For thisreason,
it may be more equitable to compute
measures such as the completion rate
only at the district level. However,
using a school completion rate only at
the district level as abase indicator in
the accountability system would
reguire a change in statute.

Issuesin the Transition to the
Accountability System

The state accountability systemis
designed to improve student perfor-
mance by: (1) being fair and recogniz-
ing student diversity; (2) recognizing
high levels of performance and
providing assistance to schools with
inadequate performance; (3) comply-
ing with statutory requirements,

(4) allowing flexibility at the local
level in designing programs to meet
the needs of the students; (5) relying
on districts to develop and implement
their own accountability systems that
complement the state system;

(6) supporting the public sright to
know levels of student performance;
and (7) providing a stable and realistic
time line for measurement, data
collection, planning, staff develop-
ment, and reporting (TEA, 1996a).

Changing indicators in the account-
ability system disrupts the stability of
the system and requires starting over
to build trend data. However, this
disruption is minimized by the phase-
in process for new accountability
indicators. New indicators are phased
in over several years. Typically, the
new indicators are first benchmarked
for 1 year, reported for the next 2
years against a standard, and then used
in the system to rate districts and
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campuses during the 4th year (TEA,
1996a). This process permits early
identification of technical difficulties
in ameasure, allows districts and
campuses to become comfortable with
new indicators, and allows them to see
how they compare to the standards
before they are held accountable for
them.

A longitudinal indicator is a new
concept in the Texas accountability
system. Current ratings are based on
current and prior year dataonly,
calculated annually. Including a
longitudinal indicator in the system
would require districts and campuses
to be accountable for data submitted 4
or 6 years prior to theyear it isused in
therating. Also, districts may object
to being rated for students who
dropped out 4 to 6 years earlier.
Accountability appeals may extend
across 6 years of data, based on either
changes in the PEIM S Data Standards
over the period included in the
completion rate or on reporting errors
from earlier years. Given thetime
required to resolve each appedl, it may
be necessary to limit the range of
appeals. Also, the impact of new
dropout prevention and recovery
programs would be reflected in a
completion rate more gradually than
an annual dropout rate because the
completion rate for each year is based
only on the class of students who
began Grade 9 four years earlier, for
example, rather than all Grade 9-12
students.

One of the biggest potential issuesin
transitioning to a school completion
indicator is how districts and cam-
puses will respond to the change. Due
to the current accountability criteria
and standards for small numbers of
students, not all districts and campuses
are required to meet the standards for
the annual dropout rate. Switching to
acompletion rate could require more
districts to achieve a standard they did

not have to achieve before. (Only 351
of 1,044 districts had total dropout
rates used for ratingsin the 1996
accountability system; 704 districts
would have had completion rates
based on the data presented in this
report.) If the completion rateis
implemented at the campus level, not
only more but different campuses
would berated. (The estimated 926
campuses with completion rates does
not include all of the 694 campuses
with total dropout rates used in the
1996 accountability ratings.) Al-
though changing to an indicator that
applies to more districts would be
more equitable, it may not be well
received by those districts who have
an additional hurdle to achieve, even
if sanctions are phased in over a4-
year period. Also, somedistricts and
campuses with acceptable perfor-
mance on the annual dropout rate
indicator may not perform as well on
the longitudinal completion rate.
Based on districts who would have
had a completion rate used in the 1996
accountability ratings, thereisonly a
moderate correlation between district
rankings on the two rates.

Another issue in transitioning to a
school completion rate is the overlap
between data used in the annual
dropout rate and data used in the
completion rate during the first few
years after moving to alongitudinal
measure. For example, the 1996-97
completion rate would include stu-
dentswho werein Grade 9 in 1993-
94. Districts were held accountable
for 1993-94 dropoutsin the 1995
ratings and would be accountable for
them again in the 1998 ratings if a
school completion rate is used.

If student withdrawal information is
collected, decisions need to be made
about how to handle unreported
withdrawals while that changeis
being phased in. If unreported
withdrawals are treated as unreported
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1993-94 1994-95
Cohort 1 Cohort 2

Original 9th Grade Cohort 272,326 285,028
Incoming 10th Graders 25,174 18,072
Incoming 11th Graders 10,873 12,596
Incoming 12th Graders 8,593 8,126
Total Cohort 316,966 323,822

Students transferring out of the
Texas public school system

<94,290> <95,567>

Final Cohort (minus students
transferring out)

222,670 228,255
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. State Level School Completion Rates Disaggregated by
Ethnicity, Gender, and Socioeconomic Status

Cohort 2 (1994-95)

Rate  Final Cohort Completers Rate

Table3

Cohort 1 (1993-94)

Final Cohort Completers

Ethnicity
White 110,562 102,317 92.5% 114,020 106,691 93.6%
African American 30,224 23,826 78.8% 30,793 25,187 81.8%
Hispanic 75,616 59,630 78.9% 77,198 62,938 81.5%
Other 6,268 5,647 90.1% 6,244 5,831 93.4%
Gender
Male 115,184 97,911 85.0% 117,465 102,007 86.8%
Female 107,486 93,509 87.0% 110,790 98,640 89.0%
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Cohort 1 (1993-94) Cohort 2 (1994-95)

Percent of Didtricts Percent of Districts
Number of Lowest Medilh Highest Meeting Stlie Number of Lowest Medilh Highest Meeting Stlte
Districts Rie Rie Rie Gol of 95% Didtricts Rie Re Rie Goll of 95%

Ethnicity

White %2  667%  952% 100.0% 54.3% 958 00%  963% 100.0% 62.1%
Africth Americlh 597 00%  941% 100.0% 48.9% 601 00% 1000% 100.0% 53.6%
Hisprhic 829 00%  89.7% 100.0% 39.9% 843 00%  923% 100.0% 45.6%
Other 358 00% 1000% 100.0% 80.4% 361 00% 1000% 100.0% 85.6%
Gender

Me 969 00%  926% 100.0% 39.3% 9%8  500%  938% 100.0% 45.7%
Femile 969 00%  932% 100.0% 42.6% 968 00%  944% 100.0% 49.7%
Socioeconomic Stltus

g‘fgg&g%é’d 952 00%  875% 100.0% 33.4% 966 00%  89.7% 100.0% 36.3%
gi"srgfvcg]‘t‘g‘;["y 966  500%  950% 100.0% 53.6% 966 00%  963% 100.0% 61.9%

SB6 ()Tj000 1k (L)T5 09.50 TD 5. 125.093 516.837 42 0 TD (AD ()Tj0 00 1 k (L)T5 09.5 0 TD 5. 1253.D ()T} -0.5 0 TD (9)T)Tj-0.5 0 TD A56593.650 TD 0
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Longitudinal Dropout Rate
Graduating Class of 1995-96

1992-93 1993-94 1994-95 1995-96
Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11 Grade 12

of al Grade 9-12 students dropped out
during the 1995-96 school year, but
does not tell you the likelihood of any
one student dropping out before he or
she compl etes high school.

The patterns seen with a school
completion rate reflect complementary
patterns for the annual dropout rate.
Asagroup, White students have the
highest completion rate and the lowest
dropout rate of all ethnic groups.
Female students have dlightly higher
completion rates and dlightly lower
dropout rates than male students.
Economically disadvantaged students
also have the lowest completion rates
and the highest dropout rates. Further
analysis with other groups, such as
students identified as being at risk,
students receiving special education
services, students who are overage for
grade, and students with limited
English proficiency, islikely to
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Although a school completion rate
has advantages over an annual
dropout rate as a performance indica-
tor, it still maintains some of the same
problems associated with the dropout
rate. The current PEIMS collection
of graduate and dropout information
is self-reported annually by school
districts. Switching to a collection of
student withdrawal datawill likely
improve the methodology and reduce
the bias of self-reported data. This
also will ensure that standards are set
consistently and objectively at the
state level. Discussions currently are
being held at the Texas Education
Agency about collecting student
withdrawal information, for imple-
mentation during the 1998-99 school
year.
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