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The National Governors Association (NGA), founded in 1908, is the instrument through which the nation’s 
governors collectively influence the development and implementation of national policy and apply creative 
leadership to state issues. Its members are the governors of the 50 states, three territories and two 
commonwealths. 

The association meets twice a year to develop policy positions and discuss common issues facing states. The 
policy positions, formed by the governors, serve as the base for the association’s legislative and information 
efforts. 

Elected annually, the NGA chairman, vice chairman, and other members of the nine-member Executive 
Committee supervise the association’s operations on behalf of the entire membership between NGA meetings. 
Bipartisanship is ensured by the Articles of Organization, which require that the chairmanship alternate annually 
between the two major parties and that a majority of the members of the Executive Committee be of a party 
other than that of the chairman. 

The association works closely with the administration and Congress on state-federal policy issues. NGA 
maintains four standing committees: Economic Development and Commerce; Education, Early Childhood and 
Workforce; Health and Human Services; and Natural Resources. These committees enable governors to 
examine and develop policy and address key state and national issues. 

The Center for Best Practices is the nation’s only dedicated consulting firm for governors and their key policy 
staff. The Center’s mission is to develop and implement innovative public policy challenges. The Center provides 
tailored technical assistance, tracks and evaluates state innovations and best practices, and helps governors 
and their staff develop cutting-edge solutions to stay ahead of problems. 
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Foreword  

As chairman of the National Governors Association I have made it my priority to raise national 
awareness about the urgent need to improve America’s high schools and make them more 
challenging and relevant to student needs. Already, we have begun forging a national consensus on 
the need for high school students to graduate with the knowledge and skills they need to succeed on 
whatever path they choose—enrolling in postsecondary education or training, or entering the 
workforce. Together, national and state leaders are working to restore the value of the high school 
diploma, redesign high schools, give students the excellent teachers and principals they need, set 
goals, measure progress, hold high schools and colleges accountable, and streamline and improve 
education governance.  

However, without better data about the outcomes our high school students attain, our efforts will fall 
short. The quality of state data on graduation and dropout rates is such that many states cannot 
account for the status of their students as they progress through high school or beyond. Further, 
states calculate and report this information in such different ways that comparisons are nearly 
impossible. To address this problem, the National Governors Association assembled a task force of 
governors’ advisors, state education officials, education research and data experts, and 
representatives of organizations of state officials. The task force developed consensus on a series of 
recommendations—including a common formula for calculating high school graduation rates—which a 
significant number of governors have agreed to begin implementing. 

I believe this is an important step for improving the quality of state data about high school outcomes. 
Much remains to be done, but with better data about the outcomes our  high school students attain, 
we can better target state resources to ensure that all of our high school students graduate and 
acquire the knowledge and skills they need to succeed in the 21st century. 

 

 

 

NGA Chairman, Virginia Governor Mark R. Warner 
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Summary 

America’s high schools play an integral role in preparing students for college and work in the 21st century. High 
school success is more important than ever for the health of our economy, for civic life, and to ensure equal 
opportunity. Unfortunately, the quality of state high school graduation and dropout data is such that most states 
cannot accurately account for their students as they progress through high school. Until recently, many states 
had not collected both graduation and dropout data, and those that have collected these data have not generally 
obtained accurate information.1 Therefore, as education reform efforts increasingly focus on high schools, the 
quality of graduation and dropout data becomes even more critical.  

The National Governors Association, under the leadership of NGA Chair Governor Mark R. Warner of Virginia, 
convened a Task Force on State High School Graduation Data to make recommendations about how states can 
develop a high-quality, comparable high school graduation measure, as well as complementary indicators of 
student progress and outcomes and data systems capable of collecting, analyzing, and reporting the data states 
need. The task force members found substantial consensus on which to build their findings and 
recommendations.  

Governors, chief state school officers, higher education executive officers, legislators, state boards of education, 
district officials, principals, and teachers together must lead the charge to create better systems and methods of 
collecting, analyzing, and reporting graduation and dropout data. Specifically, the Task Force on State High 
School Graduation Data makes the following recommendations. 

Recommendation 1: Immediately adopt, and begin taking steps to implement, a standard four-year, 
adjusted cohort graduation rate using the following formula: 

Graduation rate = [on-time graduates in year x] ÷ [(first-time entering ninth graders in year x – 4) + 
(transfers in) – (transfers out)] 

Graduates are those earning high school diplomas. Students earning modified diplomas, such as a special 
education diploma, count as graduates if the modified diploma is the standard that the state and the school 
system set for the student in an individualized education plan, for example. Students earning high school 
credentials by passing General Educational Development (GED) tests are not considered graduates for the 
purpose of this definition. Students receiving a certificate of completion or other alternative to a diploma, 
including special education students who receive a nondiploma credential, also are not graduates for this 
purpose. States are encouraged to include such students in complementary completion rates. 
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Special education students and recent immigrants with limited English proficiency may need more time to 
complete high school diploma requirements; they may be placed in different cohorts early in high school to allow 
for those differences. To ensure the exceptions are used appropriately, states should establish guidelines and 
standards for schools and districts to follow. In addition to transfers, the denominator can also subtract deceased 
students. Incarcerated students should be counted as transfer students as they move out of and back into the 
system. The graduation rate then is a measure of on-time completion, with most students, but not all, expected 
to finish in four years.  

Recommendation 2: Build the state’s data system and capacity to ensure that the system can collect, 
analyze, and report the adopted indicators and other important information. Ultimately, states should adopt a 
student-unit-record data system, with unique student identifiers that can track students through the state’s 
education system from kindergarten through postsecondary education. Student-unit-record systems take time 
and money to build and bring online. In the meantime states should improve their graduation rate data 
immediately by providing appropriate guidelines to schools and districts on how they should collect and code 
data. For example, states should make it policy and standard practice that the default coding for student status 
is “dropout” unless it can be documented otherwise by, for example, a transcript request from a receiving school. 
States also should perform statistical checks and analyses and conduct on-site audits of record-keeping 
procedures to ensure schools and districts adhere to state data standards and guidelines. 

Recommendation 3: Adopt additional, complementary indicators to provide richer context and 
understanding about outcomes for students and how well the system is serving them, including five- and 
six-year cohort graduation rates; a college-ready graduation rate; a dropout rate; completion rates for those 
earning alternative completion credentials from the state or a GED; in-grade retention rates; and percentages of 
students who have not graduated but are still in school or who have completed course requirements but failed a 
state exam required for graduation.  

Recommendation 4: Develop public understanding about the need for good graduation and dropout rate 
data. State leaders should ensure that parents, educators, and the public understand that initially the numbers 
may be worse but that it is important to have an accurate picture of the problem to address it more effectively. 
Initially the new data on student outcomes may create frustration among many stakeholders. State leaders may 
need help from local education and community leaders and from communications experts about how to most 
effectively communicate the key messages. 

Recommendation 5: Collaborate with local education leaders, higher education leaders, business 
leaders, and leaders of local community organizations, who can help build important political and public will, 
and local education leaders and staff members, who play a critical role in the implementation of new data 
formulas. 

To ensure the successful implementation of these recommendations, state leaders must reconsider existing 
policies that may present barriers; consider current data system capacity and methodology and improve them; 
hold schools and districts accountable for accurate data collection and reporting; and commit the necessary 
leadership, political will, and resources to solving the problem.  
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Why Should States Improve Graduation and Dropout Data? 

High school reform is at the forefront of the national and state education agendas. Federal, state, and local 
leaders are devoting more attention and resources to achieving the twin goals of improved high school 
graduation rates and increased attainment of college- and work-readiness. As leaders focus on improving high 
school outcomes, few factors are as important as knowing how many students, graduate, drop out, or otherwise 
leave the system.  

Using various methods of estimating overall national graduate and dropout figures, we know that about a third of 
our students are not graduating from high school.2 Outcomes for minority students are significantly worse. About 
three-fourths of white students graduate from high school, but only about half of African American and Hispanic 
students do.3 The implications of these students’ failure are grave. High school dropouts are 15 percent less 
likely to be employed and earn almost 30 percent less than their diploma- or GED-holding peers.4 They are more 
likely to rely on public assistance and to end up in prison.5  

Despite the critical importance of these goals for our economy, for civic life, and for ensuring equal opportunity, 
the quality of the data that tell us how many youths are graduating or dropping out are alarmingly poor. Until 
recently, few states have systematically collected and reported high school completion data and graduation 
rates.6 “At both the national and state levels, officially reported high school graduation rates are routinely 
inflated.”7 Furthermore, “the graduation and dropout rates that most states have been accustomed to reporting 
were often grossly inaccurate and therefore misleading.”8 For example, the National Center for Education 
Statistics graduation rate formula, used by many states, relies on underestimated dropout figures and thus 
overestimates graduation rates significantly.9 

T H E C H A L L E N G E S  O F  O B T A I N I N G  G O O D D A T A  
Dropout data are exceptionally difficult to track accurately because they rely on local school officials and 
outdated data collection systems to track the whereabouts of individual students who have left a given school for 
any of a number of reasons.10 In many schools, a missing student is presumed to be either in another school or 
to have graduated; in some cases, missing students are dropped from the records as if they had never existed. 
Some states do not require schools and school districts to request transcripts for transferring students, and so 
transfers may or may not be documented, making it all too easy for officials to code as transfers students whose 
status is actually unknown.  

In some states, these records are still kept on paper, but even in states that have fully computerized data 
systems but lack a statewide student identifier, it is still nearly impossible to track students across grade levels 
within a school, let alone across schools or districts. As a result, most states are not able to identify the 
outcomes for individual students.11 Some methods of calculating dropouts provide terribly misleading 
assessments. For example, many dropout counts are limited to enrolled twelfth graders and do not include 
students who drop out before reaching twelfth grade, which may in fact be the majority of dropouts.12 The 
graduation rate should not be calculated as a function of the dropout rate, as in the formula by which the dropout 
rate equals one minus the graduation rate.13 The two rates are not necessarily the inverse of one another for two 
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main reasons: (1) some students take more than four years to graduate but are not dropouts, and (2) some 
students do not receive regular diplomas but receive other completion credentials. Improved dropout rate 
calculations require more sophisticated data collection and coding. 

At the least, states, districts, and schools need modern, computerized record-keeping systems that provide 
better, more accurate information in a format that is easy to use. To understand the scope and nature of the 
dropout problem, as well as how well the high school system is performing and serving students, states have to 
collect and report good dropout and graduation data, plus other indicators of school and student performance. 
To ensure ultimately that all students graduate from high school—and graduate ready for college and work—
states need to understand the extent to which the system currently falls short.  

NCLB RE Q U I R E M E N T S  F O R C A L C U L A T I N G GR A D U A T I O N  R A T E S  
The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) requires states to use graduation rates, as well as performance on states’ 
assessments, as an indicator of adequate yearly progress for all public high schools. Additionally, states must 
report annually their graduation rates for all high school students, and they must disaggregate the data by 
poverty, race, ethnicity, disability, limited English proficiency, gender, and migrant status. The law provides that 
states’ calculations of their graduation rates must be based on “the percentage of students who graduate from a 
secondary school with a regular diploma in the standard number of years.” Regulations released by the U.S. 
Department of Education elaborate on the statute by providing that the percentage of students graduating must 
be measured from the beginning of high school and may not include an alternative degree that is not fully 
aligned with the state’s academic standards, such as a certificate of completion or GED. However, the 
regulations also allow states to use “another definition, developed by the state and approved by the U.S. 
Department of Education, that more accurately measures the rate of students who graduate from high school 
with a regular diploma.” State definitions must avoid counting dropouts as transfers.14  

The graduation data that the states report under NCLB vary greatly. A 2003 analysis of state plans by the Urban 
Institute found wide variation in the ways states proposed to measure graduation rates. Nine states intended to 
use a longitudinal graduation rate, using data from individual students tracked over time; more may now be 
planning to move in this direction. Thirty-one states planned to use a leaver rate developed by the National 
Center for Education Statistics, the statistical agency of the U.S. Department of Education. Five states planned 
to use a completion ratio, two planned to use a dropout rate, and four planned to use some other measure.15 A 
later analysis of the state-reported data by the Education Trust found that “the differences in state definitions and 
methodologies not only result in wide variations in the data but, in many cases, significantly understate the 
problems that many schools and students are facing.”16 Many states are also using one method of calculating a 
graduation rate for federal reporting requirements and another for state reporting requirements. Although 
multiple measures can be useful for developing richer understanding of a problem, they can also be quite 
confusing to the public if they are not well communicated.  

The objective of the graduation data requirements in the NCLB Act is useful and promises to promote better 
data collection and reporting among states. The U.S. Department of Education created flexibility in the 
regulations in acknowledgment of the varying capacities of states to provide the data needed to meet the 
requirements of the law. However, the regulation seems to have created some confusion and inconsistency. To 
date, the graduation data states have provided are inconsistent in methodology and quality. Many states are 
making progress, but state leaders need to act to improve and ensure the quality, accuracy, and utility of the 
information being gathered and reported. 
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A Call to Action 

Because the state and federal graduation and dropout data are variable and of low quality, policymakers and 
practitioners cannot reasonably target resources to improving high school graduation rates and too many 
students fail to have their education needs met. Better data alone will not increase graduation rates or decrease 
dropout rates, but they do allow policymakers and state leaders to measure the cost-effectiveness of different 
policy strategies and programs aimed toward reaching those goals. States, schools, and districts can better 
design programs to help youths at-risk of dropping out, and those who have dropped out, only if they know the 
scope of the problem, why students are leaving, and what their educational and personal needs are. Better data 
can help leaders reallocate resources to more effectively address problems in the high school system. There 
also are benefits to the local community and labor market, as well as higher education institutions. An analysis 
by the Alliance for Excellent Education found that some states could see earnings increases of $100 million or 
more if they could cut in half the percentage of students who do not finish high school in four years.17 

To help states address these issues, the NGA Center for Best Practices, under the leadership of Virginia 
Governor Mark R. Warner, formed the Task Force on State High School Graduation Data—which included 
representatives of the nation’s governors and of national organizations, education experts, and researchers—to 
make recommendations for improved, standard measures of state high school graduation rates and other 
complementary indicators of the performance of the nation’s high schools. The task force also offers some 
guidelines and principles for states to follow to collect and produce the best data possible on high school 
graduates and dropouts.  

T H E B O T T O M  L I N E  
To obtain the improved data that policymakers need, governors, chief state school officers, higher education 
executive officers, legislators, and state boards of education must create better systems and methods of 
collecting, analyzing, and reporting data. They should adopt a standard formula for calculating a four-year, 
cohort-based high school graduation rate, as well as the additional indicators of high school performance and 
completion outlined below. Furthermore, they must reconsider existing policies that may present barriers, 
consider current data system capacity and methodology and improve them, hold schools and districts 
accountable for accurate data collection and reporting, and commit the necessary political will and resources to 
solving the problem.  
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Setting the Stage 

A number of principles guided the task force as it considered the issues and developed its 
recommendations. The task force believes the same principles should guide state efforts to improve 
high school graduation rate data. 

 The ultimate goal should be better outcomes for students. Better information can lead to better 
policies and program implementation. 

 Each state should be able to look at a particular ninth-grade (or eighth-grade) cohort, track actual 
outcomes for each student four, five, or six years later, and know how many graduated, how 
many transferred, how many dropped out, how many are deceased, how many are incarcerated, 
and how many are still working toward graduation. 

 Tracking cohorts of eighth- or ninth-grade students over time and across districts requires a 
statewide longitudinal data system with statewide student identifiers. Without such a system, 
individual districts cannot keep track of students who transfer to new districts. 

 The effort to improve graduation rate data collection and reporting is one of continuous 
improvement. States should set goals for improving their data collection and analysis and 
adopting better measures and data systems; start working toward their goals immediately; and 
improve on the process and goal as they move forward. It will take states different lengths of time 
to implement the recommendations and achieve improved graduation rate data. The task force 
outlines in its recommendations below interim steps to immediately improve the quality of the 
graduation data they collect. 

 There is inevitable variability in how states define, count, track, and report these data, and there 
inevitably will be students who do not fit the general rules and categories. But the exceptional 
situations need not drive the whole system. States should not allow concerns about the 
exceptional cases to stymie change efforts. The exceptional cases are so few that state 
standards for data coding and entry should allow for commonsense adjustments, and audits can 
ensure proper application. 

 States should use multiple measures to evaluate high school performance—including four-, five-, 
and six-year graduation rates; dropout rates; retention rates; completion rates; college-ready 
graduation rates; and more—to create a rich understanding of how the system is serving 
students. States should start with the questions: What do we need to know to make better policy, 
and what do our districts and schools need to know to better serve students? States should use 
these questions to build the data system and identify the data elements they need to collect for 
state leaders, district officials, school faculty, parents, and other stakeholders. 
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Preparing for Action 

Before governors or other state leaders act to change the graduation and dropout data their states collect and 
report, they should examine and consider several key elements and conditions that may affect the state’s ability 
to implement the changes.  

P O L I C Y  
Existing state policies may affect a state’s ability to adopt a particular method for tracking students, collecting 
data, or calculating statistics or its ability to define the elements of the graduation rate formula. For example, 
how “graduation” is defined in the state and what is considered on-time graduation may impede the effort to 
implement the recommended formula for a four-year cohort graduation rate. State leaders should identify such 
potential barriers and address them as part of their plan. 

L E A D E R S H I P  A N D  P O L I T I C A L  W I L L  
It may take considerable political will to implement new methods for collecting data and calculating graduation 
and dropout rates. For example, there may be legitimate public concerns about privacy when it comes to 
creating student-unit-record data systems that track individual students through the education system. There 
may be resistance in various quarters to implementing a new graduation or dropout rate formula that reveals 
fewer graduates and more dropouts than previously reported and makes the state, district, or school “look bad.” 
Governors and other state officials need to take the lead to ensure that student information is collected and 
stored securely to avoid privacy violations. They also must explain why it is important to improve these data 
collection and reporting efforts, emphasizing the ultimate benefits to students and the community. One leader 
acting alone may meet considerable resistance; together a state’s political and education leadership can be a 
powerful force for change.  

Leaders also must be willing to find new resources or reallocate existing funds to support these efforts, either of 
which can be challenging. In figuring costs, state leaders should also weigh and communicate the benefits. 
Good data enable leaders to evaluate existing policies and programs and reallocate funds to support more 
effective initiatives. States that have already invested in better data systems are finding that the benefits 
outweigh and justify the costs and that the costs of implementing a new graduation rate measure are negligible 
because they already have the necessary data system in place.  

The current capacity of a state’s data system will determine the cost of implementing a new graduation rate 
calculation. States that have sophisticated, student-unit-record data systems can implement the recommended 
rate at minimal cost. Most states currently have less-sophisticated data systems and may need to invest in new 
ones in the long term. Many are already taking steps to do so. In the short term, there are less-expensive means 
of implementing the rate proposed in the recommendations below. Furthermore, as state leaders consider the 
costs of upgrading their data systems, they should consider that they are doing so not just to get better 
graduation and dropout counts, but to get better information about all aspects of school system performance. 



page 14  

redesigning the american high school 

D A T A  SY S T E M  C A P A C I T Y  
As a state builds it system, it should incorporate flexibility to change over time and to link with other state data 
systems, such as that used by its higher education system. In states where school districts have more control 
over the design of their data systems, state leaders should ensure that the districts have systems that are 
compatible with one another and with the state’s system for aggregating the data. Other aspects of system 
capacity include creating a deliberate system of coding students and their status; training those entering data at 
the school, district, and state levels to use codes correctly and consistently; and setting up an audit process for 
checking on the correct and consistent use of codes and data entry. States currently use many different codes 
for identifying student status. When developing a coding protocol, state leaders and system architects should not 
necessarily aim to minimize or maximize the number of codes but be guided by what it is they want to know.  

Urban Institute researcher Christopher B. Swanson has identified four useful criteria that states can employ to 
ensure high-quality data collection and reporting: uniformity, accuracy, transparency, and accountability.  

 Uniformity. Education statistics should be calculated in a uniform manner across a state and within a school 
system. The statistics should also be based on raw data that are collected and defined in a consistent 
manner system wide. 

 Accuracy. Statistics such as test scores or graduation rate are (to a greater or lesser extent) imperfect 
estimates of a quantity that cannot be directly observed. Nevertheless, these statistics should come as 
close to the true value as possible, given available data and methods. 

 Transparency. Information about the methods for collecting data, calculating statistics, and attaching stakes 
to the results should be made publicly accessible in terms interpretable by a lay audience. Stakeholders in 
the public education system include policymakers, educators, parents, and the public at large. 

 Accountability. Some organization or agency should be held formally accountable for ensuring the quality, 
completeness, and accuracy of graduation rate and other data through audits or other appropriate 
methods. States should regularly audit district and school data records.18   
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Taking Action: The Task Force Recommendations 

The task force recommends that governors and other state leaders take the following actions. 

Recommendation 1: Immediately adopt, and begin taking steps to implement, the following formula for 
computing a four-year, adjusted cohort graduation rate: 

Graduation rate = [on-time graduates in year x] ÷ [(first-time entering ninth graders in year x – 4) + 
(transfers in) – (transfers out)] 

The following definitions and principles should be applied to the above formula: 

 Graduates are those who earn a diploma. 

 “On-time,” for most students is four years and can include those completing graduation requirements in the 
summer of a given year. However, students with disabilities for whom the individualized education plan 
(IEP) contains an expectation of high school graduation more than four years after entering grade nine are 
assigned to the appropriate cohort based on that expectation. A student entering ninth grade for the first 
time in 2005–2006, whose IEP states that he or she will take five years to graduate, can be assigned to the 
cohort graduating in 2009–2010 instead of 2008–2009. Other students to whom this exception could apply 
are 1) recent immigrants who enter American high schools with limited English proficiency and need an 
additional year of English language instruction, and 2) students in programs that give them five years to 
earn both a high school diploma and an associate’s degree. To ensure the exceptions are used 
appropriately, states should establish guidelines and standards for schools and districts to follow. 

 In limited circumstances, students earning modified diplomas, such as a special education diploma, may 
count as graduates if the modified diploma is the appropriate standard that the state and the school system 
set for the student in an IEP, for example. These students are meeting the standards set for them, have 
completed the prescribed program of study, and are graduating from high school with a diploma. 

 Students earning high school credentials by passing General Educational Development (GED) tests are not 
considered graduates for the purpose of this definition. Students receiving a certificate of completion or 
other alternative to a diploma, including special education students who receive a nondiploma credential, 
also are not graduates for this purpose. States are encouraged to include such students in complementary 
completion rates. 

 Transfers by students from one school to another must be documented with a transcript request from a 
receiving school. Death or incarceration should also be documented, and incarcerated students should be 
counted as transfer students as they move out of and back into the system. By default, a student for whom 
there is no information should be documented as a nongraduate or dropout. This creates incentives for 
schools to seek out students and accurately determine their status and is important for ensuring the 
accuracy of the calculation. 
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Recommendation 2: Build the state’s data system and capacity. 

State leaders need to ensure that their state has a system that can collect, analyze, and report the data needed 
for the adopted graduation rate and the related indicators and other desired information about school and 
system performance. The data systems need the ability to disaggregate the graduation data and other indicators 
by poverty, race, ethnicity, disability, limited English proficiency, gender, and migrant status. State leaders 
should ensure that systems across the state and within districts are fully compatible with one another and create 
uniform standards to guide data collection, entry, analysis, and reporting. The state should also establish a 
process for auditing state, district, and school records to ensure accuracy and consistency. Creating a 
sophisticated data system takes time and resources. A few states have already built such systems, and more 
are building them, while others are just beginning to consider changes. The task force offers the following 
specific recommendations: 

 Ultimately, states should adopt a student-unit-record data system with unique student identifiers that can 
track students through the state’s education system from kindergarten through postsecondary education. 
States should adopt criteria—such as uniformity, accuracy, transparency, and accountability, as outlined 
above—for developing quality systems that meet state needs and should take extra precautions to ensure 
that privacy concerns are addressed sufficiently. States might also consider student identifiers and data 
systems that would allow them to track students across state lines, to other high schools, and to 
postsecondary institutions. It is a complicated proposition but worth thinking about while states are 
designing and building new data systems, to avoid having to try later to modify systems to do such 
sophisticated tracking. 

 Student-unit-record systems take time and money to build and bring online. In the short term, states should 
improve their graduation rate information by providing appropriate guidelines to schools and districts on 
how they should collect and code data. For example, states should make it policy and standard practice 
that the default coding for student status is “dropout” unless it can be documented otherwise by, for 
example, a transcript request from a receiving school. States should perform statistical checks and 
analyses and conduct on-site audits of record-keeping procedures to ensure schools and districts adhere to 
state data standards and guidelines. 

Moreover, while building better data systems, states can also use methods of estimating graduation rates 
that use aggregate enrollment and graduation data. One method divides the number of graduates in a 
given year by the average of the number of eighth-, ninth-, and tenth-grade students five, four, and three 
years earlier. The number in the denominator is also adjusted to reflect changes in district enrollment.19 

Another method uses counts of diploma recipients and enrollment figures in each grade from nine through 
12 to calculate grade-to-grade promotion rates, which can be combined to generate a cumulative promotion 
index for estimating the high school graduation rate.20 These are crude measures that do not track 
individual students or necessarily pick up transfers in and out, but at higher levels of aggregation (such as 
the state level) such measures prove to be relatively accurate.21 Researchers, and members of the task 
force, agree that this is a reasonable starting point for states with less-sophisticated data capacity. 

To measure on-time graduation and transfers, states can ask schools to provide the numbers to the state, 
and the state can aggregate the school-reported data. Schools have this information and should be able to 
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report it as they do other data. States should limit these requests to schools, so as not to impose 
unreasonable reporting burdens, and should create standards and conduct periodic audits to ensure the 
accuracy of the data the schools report. 

 Where districts have responsibility for creating and maintaining their own data systems, the state needs to 
play the critical role of ensuring that those systems are fully compatible with the state system and that the 
districts are using unified data collection and reporting systems within the district—for attendance and 
assessment data, for example. 

Recommendation 3: Adopt additional, complementary indicators to provide richer context and 
understanding about outcomes for students and how well the system is serving them. 

Some of the graduation rate measures currently used by states are inaccurate or inflated because they try to 
capture too many different student outcomes in one rate. Adopting a series of complementary indicators allows 
states to measure and report different forms of high school completion without skewing the recommended four-
year graduation rate. The indicators should include five- and six-year cohort graduation rates; a college-ready 
graduation rate; a dropout rate; completion rates for those earning alternative completion credentials from the 
state or a GED; in-grade retention rates; and percentages of students who have not graduated but are still in 
school or who have completed course requirements but failed a state exam required for graduation. Definitions 
for those rates might include the following: 

 A complementary dropout rate will be a four-year cohort rate based on identification of student status, in 
which the default for a student whose status is unknown is “dropout.” Because many students are lost in or 
between grades eight and nine, states should include those students in dropout indicators. Annual dropout 
rates can also be useful. 

 Complementary completion rates will use the same denominator as the graduation rate computation above 
but will add additional types of completers to the numerator, such as those receiving certificates of 
completion or GEDs. 

 A complementary college-ready graduation rate requires a state to define what requirements graduates 
must meet to be considered college ready. The number of graduating students meeting those requirements 
is the numerator and is used with the denominator described above to calculate a college-ready graduation 
rate. 

Recommendation 4: Develop public understanding about the need for good graduation and dropout rate 
data. 

State leaders should ensure that parents, educators, and the public understand that initially the numbers may be 
worse, but that it is important to obtain an accurate picture of the problem to address it more effectively. States 
should report these data to the public annually, and leaders should explain the differences in the methodologies 
and results in terms the public can understand clearly. States, districts, and schools providing higher-quality data 
are to be commended for their efforts, rather than criticized for lower graduation rates or higher dropout rates; 
they are not given a reprieve from addressing the problem but acknowledged for taking the right first steps. State 
leaders should engage a variety of local leaders in their efforts to communicate these important messages. 
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Recommendation 5: Collaborate with local education leaders, higher education leaders, business 
leaders, and leaders of local community organizations.  

State leaders should ensure that local leaders are engaged in the process of adopting and implementing the 
recommended graduation rate and other indicators and new or improved data systems. Local education leaders 
can provide additional resources, lend their own political will to accomplish effective implementation, identify key 
staff and ensure that they receive training, and provide another level of oversight and accountability. Local 
leaders in some districts may also be able to share knowledge that they have acquired in developing their own 
data systems, some of which are more sophisticated than those at the state level. State leaders should also 
engage higher education leaders—who can help ensure that K–12 and higher education data systems are 
compatible and can link with one another—and business leaders, who can share expertise on data systems and 
data-based decision making and who can lend support for building public and political will. Leaders of local 
community and civil rights organizations can also help build local support and political will and can help 
communicate important messages about the need for better data.  
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Learning from Leading States 

F L O R I D A  
During the 1998–1999 school year, in response to legislative requests for an accurate and accountable school-
level graduation rate, Florida implemented an adjusted four-year cohort graduation rate based on the 
compilation and tracking of individual student records; it is made possible by the state’s comprehensive 
education information database, which relies on the individual student as the basic unit of analysis.  

Florida’s high school graduation rate is the percentage of students who graduated within four years of their initial 
enrollment in ninth grade. Incoming transfer students are included in the appropriate cohort based on their grade 
level and year of entry into the ninth grade. Deceased students and students who withdraw to attend school in 
another school system (public, private, authorized home school program, or adult education program) are 
removed from the cohort. Each student in the remaining, adjusted cohort receives a final classification as a 
graduate, dropout, or nongraduate. Nongraduates include certificate recipients and retained students who 
remain enrolled. A technical guide for Florida’s graduation rate is available online at http://www.firn.edu/doe/eias/
eiaspubs/pdf/gd0304.pdf. 

To implement this graduation rate a statewide data system for collecting and compiling individual student 
records and for analyzing and reporting that information is needed. Florida had established such a system 
starting in 1984. With a data system already in place, the costs of implementing the four-year adjusted cohort 
graduation rate were subsumed under the existing costs of the data system, and additional costs were 
negligible. The amount of time to implement the new rate was minimized because Florida already had at least 
five years of the records needed to calculate a first cohort of graduates.  

V I R G I N I A  
The initial impetus to improve Virginia’s student information system came from the requirements established by 
NCLB. Virginia began to revamp its system by eliminating duplicative reporting requirements and combining 
multiple collections of the same information into a single student record collection and repository. The one 
system combines all elements for meeting state, federal, and other reporting and data analysis needs. In 2004–
2005, Virginia added a new component, implementing its Educational Information Management System (EIMS), 
which allows the state to link individual student records over time and across locations using a unique student 
identifier, known in Virginia as the “student testing identifier.” THE EIMS project began in February 2004 with a 
pilot in 16 school districts. The state gradually expanded it to an additional 16 districts in September 2004, 50 
more in November, and the remaining 50 in January 2005. For more information about the system’s structure 
and maintenance, see http://www.doe.virginia.gov/VDOE/Technology/EIMS/ or contact Lan Neugent, Assistant 
Superintendent for Technology and Human Resources (Lan.Neugent@doe.virginia.gov). 

Beginning with the 2005 end-of-year student record collection, school districts will submit their student records 
using student testing identifiers. This collection will serve as the basis for calculating a cohort graduation rate 
beginning with the class of 2008. Completion indicators will be developed by first determining a completion 
cohort for the numerator that will include students completing high school in a given year who were first-time 
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ninth graders four years earlier, or who transferred into the school cohort in grades ten, 11, or 12. The membership 
cohort for the denominator will include students entering ninth grade four years earlier, plus students who 
transferred in, and minus students who transferred out or who meet other legitimate criteria for exclusion, such as 
death.  

The number of students completing can be adjusted to include all completers or diploma recipients only. Students 
with disabilities can be included in the completion cohort that corresponds with their IEP goals. Thus a student with 
an IEP might be assigned to a cohort graduating five years from that student’s entrance into the ninth grade, but 
the student would be considered an on-time graduate as long as he or she graduated with that cohort five years 
later. The level of detail captured in the Virginia student record supports the calculation of a wide variety of 
completion indicators because the system can collect and record cumulative information on an individual student, 
the various diplomas and completion documents offered in the state, the year a student originally entered a Virginia 
public school, transfers in and out of Virginia public schools, student promotions and retentions, and student 
disability status.  
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Conclusion 

Improved high school graduation—and college- and work-ready graduation—rates are critical to the future of the 
United States. But without better data states cannot adequately understand the nature of the challenge they 
confront. There are real challenges to implementing the recommendations laid out by the Task Force on State 
High School Graduation Data, but the benefits will prove far greater. Governors, chief state school officers, 
higher education executive officers, legislators, and state boards of education must embrace the challenge and 
work with one another and with local educators and business leaders to implement the policy and data system 
changes that will produce good information. New formulas cannot produce more accurate counts of graduates 
and dropouts without better data systems and more sophisticated data collection. Only when leaders understand 
the scope of the problem can they begin to evaluate what works to alleviate it and ensure that all students not 
only graduate from high school but graduate ready for college and work. 
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