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Oregon’s High School Dropouts:  
Examining the economic and social costs

The Foundation for Educational Choice recently commissioned a new study to examine the  economic and 
social costs of Oregon’s high school dropouts.

Emily House, the study’s author, analyzed how dropouts in the state dramatically impact state finances 
through reduced tax revenues, increased Medicaid costs, and high incarceration rates. House’s  study 
describes how much high school dropouts cost Oregon’s taxpayers each year, and how much could be saved 
by increasing the state’s graduation rate.

Key findings of the report include:
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 Oregon’s graduation rates are somewhere •	
between 65 percent and 75 percent, a far cry 
from the 95 percent historically reported by the 
state and federal governments.

 On average, Oregon’s working-age dropouts •	
earn $10,000 less a year than high school 
graduates and far less than college graduates.

 Approximately •	 $173 million in tax revenue 
is lost each year because of high school 
dropouts’ decreased earnings. 

 Oregon’s dropouts are significantly more likely •	
than high school graduates to require Medicaid 
assistance. More than 40 percent of high school 
dropouts receive Medicaid benefits, costing 
the state more than $200 million in 
annual Medicaid costs.

 Oregon’s current graduation rate leads to more •	
than twice as many inmates as there would be if the 
state’s graduation rate were 100 percent, costing the 
state $37 million annually. 

 At •	 9.2 percent, the unemployment rate (prior 
to the recent economic downturn) of high 
school dropouts in Oregon is more than twice 
the rate of those who have graduated from high 
school.

 High school dropouts are•	  twice as likely to 
be incarcerated as high school graduates. 
African American male dropouts are five times 
more likely to be incarcerated than African 
American males who have graduated from high 
school.

 The gap in incarceration leads to more than •	
twice as many inmates as there would be if 
Oregon’s graduation rate were 100 percent. 
For each year that graduation rates could be 
brought up to 100 percent, over $37 million 
could be saved in incarceration costs of that 
year’s dropouts alone. Over time this could lead 

to significant savings to the state.
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