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BULLETIN NO. 099-03  LEARNING AND TEACHING

TO:

Educational Service District Superintendents


Chief School District Administrators



High School Principals

FROM:
Dr. Terry Bergeson, State Superintendent of Public Instruction

RE:

High School Graduation and Dropout Goals and Definitions
The purpose of this bulletin is to provide guidance to school districts in defining and reporting high school graduation rates. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) requires schools, school districts and the state to report the percentage of students who graduate from high school in the standard number of years with a regular diploma. This rate is used to determine “adequate yearly progress” (AYP) at the high school level. Additionally, RCW 28A.655.030 authorizes the state Academic Achievement and Accountability (A+) Commission to set graduation and dropout goals for local school districts as a component of school accountability.

The A+ Commission requires school district board of directors to establish district and high school “on-time” graduation rate goals by December 15, 2003.
 Our interpretation of that requirement is that the goal for the Classes of 2004–2013 is either a one percentage point annual increase from the 2003 graduation rate or 73 percent, which ever is lower. The goal for the Class of 2014 is 85 percent for each of the nine groups of students noted in NCLB. The Commission will review these goals in 2004 when more data are available. The rule does not prohibit goals from exceeding these minimum targets, and we encourage those who are certain that their graduation rate is already above 73 percent to consider establishing higher goals.
BACKGROUND
Data on high school graduates, as well as other data on enrollment in middle and high schools, are collected on OSPI Form P-210. The P-210 is collected each fall and 
requires enrollment information for students in the previous school year, including name, birth date, gender, race/ethnicity, expected graduation year, entry and exit dates, and grade level. The reporting period is the first day of school through the day before the first day of school of the next school year. The 1991–92 school year was the first year that individual student records for grades 9–12 were collected.

In the past, the state has provided varying definitions and used different calculations for reporting high school graduates and dropouts. As a result, the information we collected statewide may not have been useful to you in your local improvement planning. In an effort to create consistent definitions, calculation methods, and reporting requirements, OSPI has adopted the following policies.

DETERMINING THE GRADUATION RATE

For the purpose of calculating graduation rates, a graduate is defined as a student who receives a regular high school diploma. The graduation rate calculation for determining AYP is based on the percentage of students who graduate with a regular high school diploma. Furthermore, NCLB and subsequent U.S. Department of Education regulations require that the graduation rate be calculated after four years of high school, starting in grade 9. That is, the graduation rate is based on the cohort of students who begin in grade 9 and graduate four years later. Specifically, the graduation rate for purposes of federal accountability is the percentage of students who graduate from high school with a regular high school diploma “on time.” The term “on time” refers to the “expected year of graduation" that is to be assigned at the beginning of grade 9 on the P-210.

The final Title I regulations released by U.S. Department of Education on November 26, 2002, provide states with the flexibility to define graduation rates beyond four years for students receiving special education services. Therefore, schools and districts may assign an expected graduation year beyond four years for students in special education. Changes to the expected graduation year for special education students must be made by the Individualized Education Program (IEP) team on a case-by-case basis no later than when the students becomes age 16. Such a change must be reflected in each student’s IEP. Students whose expected graduation year is reassigned beyond four years will be included in the cohort of students that match the new expected graduation year. The graduation status of these students will then be included in that cohort’s AYP graduation calculation.

The expected year of graduation can be changed under one other condition. If a student transfers into a district after the beginning of grade 9, the student’s expected year of 
graduation should be assigned based on the school district’s policy for assigning grade level status, typically either the student’s chronological age or credits earned. The year 
can be different than the student’s original graduation year. Students who transfer from one school to another within a district may not have their graduation year changed.

Regular High School Diploma

For students to receive a regular high school diploma, they must meet the State Board of Education minimum requirements for graduation (WAC 180-51-060) and any other requirements imposed by their local school district.

Because WAC 180-72-065 requires that adult high school diploma requirements match those for regular high school diplomas, students who earn an adult high school diploma will be defined as high school graduates. Conversely, the General Educational Development (GED) certificate is not a regular diploma. Students who earn a GED certificate will be considered dropouts and not high school graduates. (See below for the definition of a high school dropout.)

Calculating the Graduation Rate

The graduation rate is calculated for high schools and districts based on the percentage of students that graduate from high school with a regular diploma in four years (i.e., students sharing the same expected graduation year). This cohort graduation rate is calculated by dividing the number of graduates with a regular high school diploma in four years by the number of graduates with a regular high school diploma in four years plus the number of students who are considered high school dropouts in that cohort plus students who are still enrolled but have not graduated. Students who transfer out of the school/district are not to be included in the calculation. This formula is as follows:

number of graduates with regular HS diploma in four years


number of graduates with regular HS diploma in four years
+ number of dropouts grades 9-12
+ number of continuing students

Technically, the graduation rate is based on the number of graduates with a regular high school diploma in the same cohort. Because the cohort may include special education students who took longer than four years, the rate is more accurately a percentage of graduates assigned the same expected year of graduation who received their regular high school diplomas. For directions on determining the expected graduation year, see the OSPI P-210 Reporting Manual.

DETERMINING THE DROPOUT RATE

For the purpose of calculating dropout rates, a high school dropout is defined as a student who leaves high school without a regular high school diploma and does not transfer to another school. Students who enroll in GED preparation courses are not necessarily designated as dropouts. However, according to WAC 131-48-100, a student must officially withdraw from high school to take the GED test. In order for a student in a GED preparation course to avoid designation as a dropout, the GED preparation course must be supported by the school district via a cooperative agreement between the district and the community or technical college offering the program, or if the GED preparation program is offered and run by the district. Regardless, once the student signs up to take the GED test, the student is considered a high school dropout.

Besides GED recipients, two other categories of students, unknown and IEP completers, will be tracked separately but considered dropouts for AYP purposes. If a student leaves a school district and there is no confirmation of the student leaving the state or enrolling in another school district, the student’s status is considered unknown.
 Students who are IEP completers are those who complete their IEP transition goals but do not receive a regular high school diploma.

There is no requirement to establish a goal related to dropouts. However, districts and high schools may want to consider setting a goal to reduce the dropout rate because the number of dropouts has a direct impact on the graduation rate. RCW 28A.175 requires the reporting of dropout information. For more information on determining and reporting high school dropouts, see the OSPI P-210 Reporting Manual.
Calculating the Dropout Rate

The dropout rate is calculated for high schools and districts based on the total number of students considered dropouts in grades 9–12 in a given year. Specifically, the rate is based on the percentage of students in grades 9–12 who leave high school without a regular high school diploma and do not transfer to another school or have been confirmed to leave the state or country. Students will be counted only once, i.e., a student who drops out of 10th grade will not be counted as 11th and 12th grade dropouts as well. However, the district should continue to report these students until some other designation is necessary, i.e., enrolled (continuing), graduate, age out at 21 or deceased. This reporting is necessary to calculate the graduation rates discussed above. GED test takers are considered dropouts unless they re-enroll in high school, which they may do until they have earned a regular high school diploma or turned 21. Students who transfer out of the school/district are not to be included in the calculation. 

The formula to determine the annual dropout rate is as follows:

number of dropouts (i.e., confirmed dropouts, GED and IEP completers, unknown)
in grades 9–12 in the school year

total number of grade 9–12 students enrolled in the school year
– the number of students transferred out
– exiters from any previous year
For more information about these definitions, rates, and goals, contact Brian Jeffries at (360) 725-6239 or bjeffries@ospi.wednet.edu. The TTY number is (360) 664-3531.
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� See WAC 3-20-300 for more information about this requirement.


� Students reporting an intent to transfer to a school outside the country should be considered a transfer.
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