
Since 1986, Texas high schools have lost

3 million students. 
This is the equivalent of losing 
Houston and Austin 
over the course of two and half decades. 

At the current pace, we could be looking 
at losing as many as 

3.5 million more students – or the entire populations of 

San Antonio, Dallas, El Paso and Lubbock 
over the next three decades.

“While offering a 
glimmer of hope that 
Texas is moving in the 
right direction, the results 
of this study and the 
prospect of losing another 
2 to 3 million students 
leave no doubt that we 
must take immediate, 
comprehensive action.”

– Dr. María “Cuca” Robledo 
Montecel, IDRA President and CEO

More than 3 Million Students Have Been Lost 
from Texas High Schools Since 1986
by Roy L. Johnson, M.S.
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For the first time in the 25-year history of reporting 
trends in dropout and attrition rates in Texas 
public schools, IDRA’s latest study shows that 
less than 30 percent of students were lost from 
public enrollment prior to graduation with a high 
school diploma. IDRA found that 29 percent of 
the freshman class of 2006-07 left school before 
graduating from a Texas public high school in 
the 2009-10 school year. The current statewide 
attrition rate in Texas is four percentage points 
lower than the initial rate of 33 percent found in 
IDRA’s landmark 1985-86 study. 

This latest finding suggests that the ability of Texas 
public high schools to keep students in school 
until they graduate has improved somewhat 
for students overall in recent years. The current 
attrition rate for each racial and ethnic group was 
lower than the rate found in the 1985-86 study. 
However, the gaps between the attrition rates of 
White students and rates of Hispanic students 
and Black students are dramatically higher than 
25 years ago. 

A supplemental analysis indicates that, based 
on one statistical scenario of Texas attrition rate 
history, the state will not reach an attrition rate 
of zero until 2040. At this pace, the state will lose 
an additional 1.9 million to 3.5 million students. 
(Montes, 2010)

This 2009-10 attrition study is the 25th study 
conducted by IDRA and the latest in a series of 
reports that began in the 1985-86 school year. In 
1986, IDRA conducted Texas’ first comprehensive 
statewide study of high school dropouts using 
a high school attrition formula to estimate the 
number and percent of students who leave school 
prior to graduation. 

The study in 1986 was the state’s first major 
effort to assess the holding power of Texas public 
schools. This inaugural study, entitled Texas 
School Dropout Survey Project, was conducted 
under contract with the Texas Education Agency 
(TEA) and the then Texas Department of 
Community Affairs. 

Texas Public School Attrition Study, 2009-10
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That first study found that 86,276 students had 
not graduated from Texas public high schools, 
costing the state $17 billion in forgone income, 
lost tax revenues, and increased job training, 
welfare, unemployment and criminal justice costs 
(Cárdenas, Robledo & Supik, 1986).

Since then, Texas schools have lost a cumulative 
total of more than 3 million students. 

Methods
Spanning a period from 1985-86 through 2009-
10, the IDRA attrition studies have provided time 
series data, using a consistent methodology, on 
the number and percent of Texas public school 

students who leave school prior to graduation. 
These studies are the only source for examining 
the magnitude of the dropout problem in Texas 
across more than two decades using consistent 
methods. They provide information on the 
effectiveness and success of Texas public high 
schools in keeping students engaged in school 
until they graduate with a high school diploma.

The attrition calculations were derived from 
public school enrollment data in the Texas Public 
Education Information Management System 
(PEIMS). During the fall of each year, school 
districts are required to report information to 
TEA via the PEIMS for all public school students 

and grade levels. IDRA’s attrition studies involve 
an analysis of ninth-grade enrollment figures and 
12th-grade enrollment figures three years later. 
This period represents the time span during which 
a student would be enrolled in high school.

IDRA collects and uses high school enrollment 
data from the TEA Fall Membership Survey to 
compute countywide and statewide attrition rates 
by race-ethnicity and gender. Enrollment data 
from special school districts (military schools, 
state schools and charter schools) are excluded 
from the analyses because they are likely to have 
unstable enrollments or lack a tax base for school 
programs.

2009-10
12th Grade
Enrollment

2006-07
9-12th Grade
Enrollment

2006-07 and 2009-10 Enrollment, 2009-10 Attrition in Texas

Race-
Ethnicity 

and Gender

Native 1,315 1,064 4,307 4,866 1,491 427 28
American
 Male 705 535 2,168 2,577 838 303 36
 Female 610 529 2,139 2,289 653 124 19

Asian/Pacific  11,339 11,150 41,908 48,428 13,101 1,951 15
Islander
 Male 5,999 5,767 21,767 25,016 6,894 1,127 16
 Female 5,340 5,383 20,141 23,412 6,207 824 13

Black 58,528 40,101 181,873 186,825 60,152 20,051 33
 Male 30,765 19,519 91,382 94,862 31,937 12,418 39
 Female 27,763 20,582 90,491 91,963 28,215 7,633 27

White 139,662 112,256 503,476 478,248 132,672 20,416 15
 Male 72,906 57,774 258,577 246,454 69,488 11,714 17
 Female 66,756 54,482 244,899 231,794 63,184 8,702 14

Hispanic 176,345 119,534 515,536 574,443 196,525 76,991 39
 Male 92,768 58,782 262,440 293,724 103,826 45,044 43
 Female 83,577 60,752 253,096 280,719 92,699 31,947 34

All Groups 387,189 284,105 1,247,100 1,292,810 403,941 119,836 29 
 Male 203,143 142,377 636,334 662,633 212,983 70,606 33
 Female 184,046 141,728 610,766 630,177 190,958 49,230 25

2006-07
9th Grade

Enrollment

2009-10
9-12th Grade
Enrollment

2009-10
Expected

12th Grade
Enrollment

Students 
Lost to

Attrition

Attrition 
Rate

Figures calculated by IDRA from Texas Education Agency Fall Membership Survey data. IDRA’s 2009-10 attrition study involved the analysis of enrollment figures for 
public high school students in the ninth grade during 2006-07 school year and enrollment figures for 12th grade students in 2009-10. This period represents the time span 
when ninth grade students would be enrolled in school prior to graduation. The enrollment data for special school districts (military schools, state schools and charter 
schools) were excluded from the analyses since they are likely to have unstable enrollments and/or lack a tax base to support school programs.

Source: Intercultural Development Research Association, 2010.
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Attrition rates are an indicator of a school’s 
holding power or ability to keep students enrolled 
in school and learning until they graduate. Along 
with other dropout measures, attrition rates are 
useful in studying the magnitude of the dropout 
problem and the success of schools in keeping 
students in school (see Page 10). Attrition, in its 
simplest form, is the rate of shrinkage in size or 
number. Therefore, an attrition rate is the percent 
change in grade level enrollment between a base 
year and an end year.

Latest Study Results
About three of every 10 students (29 
percent) from the freshman class of 2006-07 
left school prior to graduating with a high 
school diploma. For the class of 2009-10, 119,836 
students were lost from public school enrollment 
between the 2006-07 and 2009-10 school years. 
(See box at left.)

The overall attrition rate declined from 33 
percent in 1985-86 to 29 percent in 2009-10. 
Over the past two and a half decades, attrition 
rates have fluctuated between a low of 29 percent 
in 2009-10 to a high of 43 percent in 1996-97.

The overall attrition rate was less than 30 
percent for the first time in 25 years. After 
24 consecutive years of overall statewide attrition 
rates of 31 percent or higher, the overall statewide 
attrition rate of 29 percent in 2009-10 is the lowest 
since the previous low of 31 percent in 1988-89, 

1989-90, 1990-91 and 2008-09. (See box at 
right.)

The attrition rates of Hispanic students and 
Black students are much higher than those 
of White students. From 1985-86 to 2009-10, 
attrition rates of Hispanic students declined by 13 
percent (from 45 percent to 39 percent). During 
this same period, the attrition rates of Black 
students declined by 3 percent (from 34 percent 
to 33 percent). Attrition rates of White students 
declined by 44 percent (from 27 percent to 15 
percent). 

Native American students had a decline of 38 
percent in their attrition rates (from 45 percent to 
28 percent), and Asian/Pacific Islander students 
had a decline of 55 percent (from 33 percent to 15 
percent). Hispanic students have higher attrition 
rates than either White students or Black students. 
The attrition rate of Asian/Pacific Islander 
students was the lowest among the racial/ethnic 
groups, while the rate for Hispanic students was 
the highest. (See box on Page 4.)

For the class of 2009-10, Black students and 
Hispanic students are about two times more likely 
to leave school without graduating with a diploma 
than White students.

The gap between the attrition rates of White 
students and of Black students and Hispanic 
students is higher than 25 years ago. The gap 
between the attrition rates of White students and 
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Attrition Rates in Texas Public Schools by Year
1985-86 to 2009-10

Year Black White Hispanic Total
1985-86 34 27 45 33
1986-87 38 26 46 34
1987-88 39 24 49 33
1988-89 37 20 48 31
1989-90 38 19 48 31
1990-91 37 19 47 31
1991-92 39 22 48 34
1992-93 43 25 49 36
1993-94 47 28 50 39
1994-95 50 30 51 40
1995-96 51 31 53 42
1996-97 51 32 54 43
1997-98 49 31 53 42
1998-99 48 31 53 42
1999-00 47 28 52 40
2000-01 46 27 52 40
2001-02 46 26 51 39
2002-03 45 24 50 38
2003-04 44 22 49 36
2004-05 43 22 48 36
2005-06 40 21 47 35
2006-07 40 20 45 34
2007-08 38 18 44 33
2008-09 35 17 42 31
2009-10 33 15 39 29

Attrition Rates in Texas 
Public Schools by Year
1985-86 to 2009-10

Hispanic

Black

Total

White

Source: Intercultural Development Research Association, 2010.

Source: Intercultural Development Research 
Association, 2010.
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•

Group

* Rounded to nearest whole number.

Longitudinal Attrition Rates in Texas Public High Schools, 
1985-86 to 2009-10

Race-Ethnicity

 Native  45 39 37 47 39 39 40 39 38 42 44 43 42 25 43 42 29 39 42 40 39 36 38 32 28 -38 

      American

 Asian/Pacific  33 30 28 23 22 23 21 21 21 18 18 20 21 19 20 20 14 17 16 17 17 14 14 14 15 -55

       Islander

 Black 34 38 39 37 38 37 39 43 47 50 51 51 49 48 47 46 46 45 44 43 40 40 38 35 33 -3

 White 27 26 24 20 19 19 22 25 28 30 31 32 31 31 28 27 26 24 22 22 21 20 18 17 15 -44

 Hispanic 45 46 49 48 48 47 48 49 50 51 53 54 53 53 52 52 51 50 49 48 47 45 44 42 39 -13

Gender

 Male 35 35 35 34 34 34 37 39 41 43 45 46 45 45 44 43 43 41 40 39 38 37 36 35 33 -6

 Female 32 32 31 29 29 28 30 33 36 37 39 40 38 38 36 36 35 34 33 32 31 30 29 27 25 -22

Total 33 34 33 31 31 31 34 36 39 40 42 43 42 42 40 40 39 38 36 36 35 34 33 31 29 -12
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Source: Intercultural Development Research Association, 2010.

Figures calculated by IDRA from Texas Education Agency Fall Membership Survey data.
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Longitudinal Attrition Rates by Race-Ethnicity
in Texas Public Schools, 1985-86 to 2009-10

School Year
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Native 
American

Asian/
Pacific 

Islander

Numbers of Students Lost to Attrition in Texas, 
School Years 1985-86 to 2009-10

1985-86 86,276 185 1,523 12,268 38,717 33,583 46,603 39,673
1986-87 90,317 152 1,406 14,416 38,848 35,495 48,912 41,405
1987-88 92,213 159 1,447 15,273 34,889 40,435 50,595 41,618
1988-89 88,538 252 1,189 15,474 28,309 43,314 49,049 39,489
1989-90 86,160 196 1,214 15,423 24,510 44,817 48,665 37,495
1990-91 83,718 207 1,324 14,133 23,229 44,825 47,723 35,995
1991-92 91,424 215 1,196 15,016 27,055 47,942 51,937 39,487
1992-93 101,358 248 1,307 17,032 32,611 50,160 57,332 44,026
1993-94 113,061 245 1,472 19,735 37,377 54,232 63,557 49,504
1994-95 123,200 296 1,226 22,856 41,648 57,174 68,725 54,475
1995-96 135,438 350 1,303 25,078 45,302 63,405 75,854 59,584
1996-97 147,313 327 1,486 27,004 48,586 69,910 82,442 64,871
1997-98 150,965 352 1,730 26,938 49,135 72,810 85,585 65,380
1998-99 151,779 299 1,680 25,526 48,178 76,096 86,438 65,341
1999-00 146,714 406 1,771 25,097 44,275 75,165 83,976 62,738
2000-01 144,241 413 1,794 24,515 41,734 75,785 82,845 61,396
2001-02 143,175 237 1,244 25,017 39,953 76,724 82,762 60,413
2002-03 143,280 436 1,611 25,066 36,948 79,219 82,621 60,659
2003-04 139,413 495 1,575 24,728 33,104 79,511 80,485 58,928
2004-05 137,424 490 1,789 24,373 31,378 79,394 78,858 58,566
2005-06 137,162 512 1,876 24,366 29,903 80,505 78,298 58,864
2006-07 134,676 500 1,547 23,845 28,339 80,445 76,965 57,711
2007-08 132,815 581 1,635 23,036 25,923 81,640 76,532 56,283
2008-09 125,508 450 1,685 21,019 22,476 79,878 73,572 51,936
2009-10 119,836 427 1,951 20,051 20,416 76,991 70,606 49,230
 

All Years 3,046,004 8,430 37,981 527,285 872,853 1,599,455 1,730,937 1,315,067

Total
Black White Hispanic Male Female

School Year Race-Ethnicity Gender

Figures calculated by IDRA from Texas Education Agency Fall Membership Survey data. 
Source: Intercultural Development Research Association, 2010.

Black students has increased from 7 percentage 
points in 1985-86 to 18 percentage points in 2009-
10. Similarly, the gap between the attrition rates 
of White students and Hispanic students has 
increased from 18 percentage points in 1985-86 to 
24 percentage points in 2009-10. 

The gap between the attrition rates of White 
students and Native American students has 
declined from 18 percentage points in 1985-86 to 
13 percentage points in 2009-10. 

Asian/Pacific Islander students exhibited the 
greatest positive trend in the reduction of the gap 
in attrition rates compared to White students. In 

fact, rates for Asian/Pacific Islander students were 
6 percentage points higher than those of White 
students but now are equal to the percentage of 
White students lost to attrition.

Historically, Hispanic students and Black 
students have comprised a large proportion 
of students lost by schools. For the period 
of 1985-86 to 2009-10, students from ethnic 
minority groups account for nearly three-fourths 
(71.3 percent) of the estimated 3 million students 
lost from public high school enrollment.

Hispanic students account for 52.5 percent of 
the students lost to attrition. Black students 

account for 16.7 percent of all students lost from 
enrollment due to attrition over the years. White 
students account for 17.3 percent of students lost 
from high school enrollment over time. Attrition 
rates for White students and Asian/Pacific 
Islander students have been typically lower than 
the overall attrition rates.

The attrition rates for males have been 
higher than those of females. From 1985-86 to 
2009-10, attrition rates of male students declined 
by 6 percent (from 35 percent to 33 percent). 
Attrition rates for females declined by 22 percent 
from 32 percent in 1985-86 to 25 percent in 2009-
10. Longitudinally, males have accounted for 56.8 
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Attrition Rates in Texas Public Schools
By Race-Ethnicity, 2009-10

County
Name Black White Hispanic Total

Attrition Rates1

Anderson  26 17 42 23
Andrews 37 1 20 13
Angelina 13 18 33 21
Aransas 10 25 25 23
Archer • 5 9 7
Armstrong  • 14 60 20
Atascosa 52 6 25 20
Austin 24 3 36 17
Bailey   **   ** 37 20
Bandera   ** 19 35 22
Bastrop 29 16 32 24
Baylor   **   ** 28   **
Bee 30 30 39 36
Bell 40 27 39 34
Bexar 41 22 42 37
Blanco   ** 13 46 19
Borden  •   **   **   **
Bosque 49 13 17 15
Bowie 25 14 33 18
Brazoria 26 19 40 28
Brazos 41 12 39 28
Brewster •   ** 30 17
Briscoe • 30   **   **
Brooks • 15 28 28
Brown   ** 18 29 20
Burleson 28 16 23 19
Burnet 31 19 28 22
Caldwell   ** 9 15 10
Calhoun   ** 17 36 28
Callahan 100 12   ** 11
Cameron 55 17 44 42
Camp 39 33 42 38
Carson • 4   ** 1
Cass 8 13 47 13
Castro •   ** 25 14
Chambers 32 17 40 22
Cherokee 23 22 44 29
Childress 39 13   ** 9
Clay • 15 16 15
Cochran   **   ** 29 1
Coke • 31 39 36
Coleman   ** 10   ** 3
Collin 32 16 39 23
Collingsworth   ** 4 13 3
Colorado 20 4 42 19
Comal 14 18 42 26
Comanche • 20 21 21
Concho  •   **   **   **
Cooke 6 7 40 15
Coryell 42 25 22 28
Cottle 39   **   **   **
Crane 9 12 21 18
Crockett 0   ** 26 2
Crosby   ** 13 6 7
Culberson •   ** 1   **
Dallam 50 16 37 24
Dallas 35 7 47 35
Dawson   ** 0 37 21
Deaf Smith 38 5 22 19
Delta 2 13   ** 9
Denton  35 25 48 32

Black White Hispanic Total
Attrition Rates1County

Name

1Calculated by: (1) dividing the high school enrollment in the end year by the high 
school enrollment in the base year; (2) multiplying the results from Calculation 1 by 
the ninth grade enrollment in the base year; (3) subtracting the results from Calcula-
tion 2 from the 12th grade enrollment in the end year; and (4) dividing the results of 
Calculation 3 by the result of Calculation 2. The attrition rate results (percentages) 
were rounded to the nearest whole number.

**  = Attrition rate is less than zero (0).
*** = No high school.

 •  = The necessary data are unavailable to calculate the attrition rate.

Dewitt  23   ** 42 17
Dickens 100 16 8 16
Dimmit 100   ** 33 29
Donley 13 15 41 19
Duval 100 23 27 27
Eastland 20 11 21 14
Ector 33 12 29 24
Edwards 60 28   ** 12
Ellis 17 18 38 24
El Paso 30 18 33 32
Erath    ** 19 36 23
Falls 7   ** 21 5
Fannin 2 1 20 4
Fayette 3 8 45 19
Fisher 14 37 34 34
Floyd 18   ** 30 20
Foard • 21   ** 14
Fort Bend 24 7 38 21
Franklin 38 12 34 18
Freestone 8 13 52 18
Frio  • 28 24 24
Gaines   ** 2 3 2
Galveston  29 19 35 24
Garza  57 15 51 39
Gillespie   ** 7 28 14
Glasscock •   ** 7   **
Goliad  17 2 28 13
Gonzales    ** 6 28 17
Gray  17 8 35 17
Grayson  15 12 29 15
Gregg  29 10 51 23
Grimes  18 18 48 27
Guadalupe  12 17 44 28
Hale  0   ** 31 21
Hall  9   ** 11   **
Hamilton   ** 9 26 9
Hansford • 0 8 5
Hardeman 0 4 10 7
Hardin  7 18 9 16
Harris  38 10 42 32
Harrison  9 15 29 15
Hartley • 23   ** 13
Haskell •   ** 7   **
Hays  36 22 38 30
Hemphill • 8 37 19
Henderson 12 17 28 19
Hidalgo  17 10 40 39
Hill 10 16 29 19
Hockley   ** 5 14 10
Hood   ** 21 14 20
Hopkins 44 18 33 24
Houston  12 15 39 17
Howard  39 21 40 31
Hudspeth • 31 38 37
Hunt  26 15 46 22
Hutchinson  13 10 10 11
Irion  • 25 24 25
Jack 38 15 21 16
Jackson  51   ** 19 9
Jasper  18 21 41 21
Jeff Davis  •   **   **   **
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TotalHispanicWhiteBlack
Attrition RatesCounty

NameTotalBlack White Hispanic

County
Name

Attrition Rates

Attrition Rates in Texas Public Schools
By Race-Ethnicity, 2009-10 (continued) 

       

Source: Intercultural Development Research Association, 2010.



Jefferson  29 17 42 27
Jim Hogg • 4 22 21
Jim Wells    ** 7 35 31
Johnson  38 23 40 27
Jones   ** 1 19 6
Karnes 54 13 0 6
Kaufman  39 29 47 34
Kendall  26 12 29 17
Kenedy *** *** *** ***
Kent  •   ** 55 13
Kerr  52 20 33 26
Kimble • 13 15 13
King •   ** 100   **
Kinney  •   ** 31 10
Kleberg  11 10 38 33
Knox    **   **   **   **
Lamar  39 14 52 22
Lamb  27 1 32 22
Lampasas  29 16 28 20
La Salle •   ** 24 20
Lavaca  28 2 40 10
Lee  31 4 38 18
Leon 31 2 30 10
Liberty 15 34 42 33
Limestone  16 3 52 18
Lipscomb • 6 22 12
Live Oak 0 2 16 7
Llano 100 20 39 22
Loving *** *** *** ***
Lubbock  24 10 30 20
Lynn 20 6 7 8
Madison 27 9 35 18
Marion 36 28 58 32
Martin • 6 18 8
Mason •   ** 20   **
Matagorda  1 10 34 21
Maverick  • 32 31 32
McColluch    ** 3 12 3
McLennan  31 13 37 24
McMullen • 41   ** 16
Medina  42 11 30 22
Menard    ** 42   ** 8
Midland  25 6 40 25
Milam  34 11 43 25
Mills  100 13 32 21
Mitchell   ** 34 23 27
Montague 56 9 6 10
Montgomery  35 23 44 29
Moore 83   ** 28 24
Morris 22 31 29 27
Motley  . 38   ** 19
Nacogdoches  28 17 50 28
Navarro  38 22 40 30
Newton  28 26 33 29
Nolan  35 41 33 37
Nueces  33 12 32 27
Ochiltree  100   ** 42 27
Oldham  50 18 0 16
Orange  45 24 36 28
Palo Pinto  11 15 37 21
Panola  13 28 49 28
Parker  10 19 30 20
Parmer 20   ** 15 7
Pecos  25   ** 32 24
Polk  11 31 25 26
Potter  28 15 30 23
Presidio . 45 32 31

Rains  44   ** 24 6
Randall  48 12 25 15
Reagan   **   ** 16 7
Real • 39 46 43
Red River 4 7 24 8
Reeves   ** 32 32 32
Refugio 14   ** 32 18
Roberts • 29 50 28
Robertson 18 17 30 20
Rockwall 26 18 37 22
Runnels   ** 8 11 8
Rusk 17 16 36 20
Sabine   ** 26 55 21
San Augustine 35 29   ** 29
San Jacinto 13 37 30 33
San Patricio 28 19 20 19
San Saba • 6   ** 4
Schleicher 0   ** 7 0
Scurry 18 12 33 22
Shackelford 52 6   ** 6
Shelby 9 15 48 20
Sherman • 3 19 13
Smith 36 19 48 31
Somervell • 11 27 17
Starr •   ** 37 37
Stephens   ** 29 47 35
Sterling •   **   **   **
Stonewall   **   ** 38 0
Sutton •   ** 14 6
Swisher   **   ** 3   **
Tarrant 36 16 42 29
Taylor 46 17 48 30
Terrell • 14   **   **
Terry   **   ** 16 5
Throckmorton •   ** 63   **
Titus 5 11 32 22
Tom Green   **   ** 17 7
Travis 33 8 45 30
Trinity   ** 28 37 24
Tyler 11 21 23 20
Upshur 4 22 28 20
Upton •   **   **   **
Uvalde 40 13 18 17
Val Verde 4 8 27 24
Van Zandt   ** 17 31 18
Victoria 56 26 59 49
Walker 34 24 38 30
Waller 23 22 44 31
Ward 1   ** 33 15
Washington 34   ** 46 14
Webb   **   ** 33 33
Wharton 14 0 19 11
Wheeler   **   ** 19 3
Wichita 18 8 31 14
Wilbarger 36 24 33 27
Willacy • 5 19 18
Williamson 33 17 40 25
Wilson 14 14 20 16
Winkler • 10 14 14
Wise 27 13 27 17
Wood   ** 15 29 17
Yoakum   ** 17 17 16
Young 21 10 35 16
Zapata • 7 12 12
Zavala •   ** 22 22

Total 33 15 39 29
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IDRA 
Attrition 

Rates

TEA Long. 
Dropout 

Rates

TEA 
Annual 

Dropout Rates

1985-86 33   --  --
1986-87 34   --  --
1987-88 33 34.0 6.7
1988-89 31 31.3 6.1
1989-90 31 27.2 5.1
1990-91 31 21.4 3.9
1991-92 34 20.7 3.8
1992-93 36 15.8 2.8
1993-94 39 14.4 2.6
1994-95 40 10.6 1.8
1995-96 42 10.1 1.8
1996-97 43   9.1 1.6
1997-98 42 14.7 1.6
1998-99 42   9.0* 1.6
1999-00 40   7.7*  1.3
2000-01 40   6.8* 1.0
2001-02 39   5.6* 0.9
2002-03 38   4.9* 0.9
2003-04 36   4.2* 0.9
2004-05 36   4.6* 0.9
2005-06 35   9.1*** 2.6**
2006-07 34 11.6*** 2.7**
2007-08 33 10.7*** 2.2**
2008-09 31 9.5*** 2.0**
2009-10 29

Attrition and Dropout Rates in Texas Over Time

† Change in TEA dropout definition or data processing procedures

Sources: Intercultural Development Research Association, 2010. Texas Education Agency, Secondary School Completion and Dropouts in Texas Public Schools, 2003-
04, 2004-05, 2005-06, 2006-07, 2007-08, 2008-09.
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Attrition and Dropout Rates in 
Texas Over Time

percent of students lost from school enrollment, 
while females have accounted for 43.2 percent. 
In the class of 2009-10, males were 1.3 times more 
likely to leave school without graduating with a 
diploma than females. (See box on Page 4.)

County-level data are provided on the map (at 
right) and on an attrition rate table on Pages 6-
7. In addition, trend data by county are available 
on IDRA’s website at www.idra.org (see box on 
Page 12). School district and high school-level 
data are available online as well through IDRA’s 
OurSchool data portal, where the attrition figures 
provided are from TEA databases (see box on 
Page 13). 

The graph and table on this page show attrition 
and dropout rates in Texas over time as reported in 
IDRA’s attrition studies and TEA dropout reports. 
Descriptions of different dropout counting and 
reporting methodologies are outlined on Page 10.

Conclusions
Texas public schools are failing to graduate 
three out of every 10 students. Attrition rates as 
an indicator in a school holding power index 
show that the rate was 29 percent overall and 
near 40 percent for Black students and Hispanic 
students. The overall attrition rate has declined 
from 33 percent in 1985-86 to 29 percent in 2009-
10, but the gap or disparity in attrition rates has 
not improved between racial-ethnic groups. The 

*  Longitudinal completion rate (Grades 7-12)
** Annual dropout rate using NCES definition   

 (Grades 7-12)
*** Longitudinal dropout rate using NCES definition (Grades 7-12)

Source: Intercultural Development Research Association, 2010.

disparity in dropout rates must garner additional 
attention and resources in order to achieve equity 
and excellence in our schools.

Since 1986, Texas high schools have lost 3 million 
students. This is the equivalent of losing Houston 
and Austin over the course of two and half decades. 
And, at the current pace, we could be looking at 
losing as many as 3.5 million more students – or 
the entire populations of San Antonio, Dallas, El 
Paso and Lubbock over the next three decades. 
But dropouts do not disappear or evaporate into 
thin air. They struggle with their lives, trying to 
earn a living without a high school diploma. This 
lack of school holding power affects every one of 
us.

Resources
Cárdenas, J.A., M. Robledo Montecel, & J. Supik. Texas 

Dropout Survey Project (San Antonio, Texas: Intercultural 
Development Research Association, 1986).

Montes, F. Sluggish Attrition Rate Descent Means 1.9 Million 
to 3.5 Million More Texas Students May be Lost (San 
Antonio, Texas: Intercultural Development Research 
Association, 2010). Available online.

Roy L. Johnson, M.S., is director of IDRA Support Services. 
Comments and questions may be directed to him via e-mail at 
comment@idra.org.
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50% or Greater

Source: Intercultural Development Research Association, 2010.

40%- 49%
30%-39%
20%-29%
19% or less
No high school

Continuities – 
Lessons for the Future of Education from the 
IDRA Coca-Cola Valued Youth Program

by María Robledo Montecel, Ph.D.

This publication vividly captures seven key lessons for 
improving the quality of education for all students. It 
presents the voices of youth, teachers, family members 
and program leaders and the reasons valuing youth is 
at the heart of school transformation. It was released on 
the occasion of the 25th anniversary of the Coca-Cola 
Valued Youth Program and in celebration of its success 
in keeping tens of thousands of students in school and 
positively impacting more than half a million children, 
families and educators on three continents.

Available from IDRA for $7.00, plus shipping, or free 
online at www.idra.org.

“Investment in change 
must clearly reflect our 
full commitment to 
quality public schools 
in all neighborhoods 
for children of all 
backgrounds.”

– Dr. María “Cuca” Robledo 
Montecel, IDRA President and CEO

See Pages 6-7 
for County-level 
Rates
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Types of Dropout Data Defined

The U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES) is the principal federal agency 
responsible for the collection, analysis and reporting of data on 
the condition of education in the United States. Dropout data 
from NCES examines rates within racial and ethnic groups, 
across gender groups, and across states and geographical 
regions. NCES defines the various types of dropout rates as 
follows.

• Averaged freshman graduation rates describe the 
proportion of high school freshmen who graduate with a 
regular diploma four years after starting ninth grade. This 
rate measures the extent to which schools are graduating 
students on time. The first school year for which NCES 
provides averaged freshman graduation rates is 2001-02. 

• Event dropout rates describe the percentage of private 
and public high school students who left high school in a 
particular year (between the beginning of one school year 
and the beginning of the next) without earning a high 
school diploma or its equivalent. This rate is also referred 
to as an “annual dropout rate.” The Texas Education 
Agency reports the event rate (in addition to other rates). 
Definitions for TEA rates can be found on the TEA 
website. 

• Status dropout rates provide cumulative data on dropouts 
among young adults within a specified age range (usually: 
15 to 24 years of age, 16 to 24 years of age, or 18 to 24 years 
of age). They measure the percentage of individuals who 
are not in school and have not earned a high school diploma 
or equivalency, irrespective of when they dropped out. 
These rates, which are higher than event rates because 
they include all dropouts, reveal the extent of the dropout 
problem in the population. (This rate focuses on an overall 
age group or cohort rather than on individuals.) 

• High school status completion rates describe the 
proportion of individuals in a given age range who are not 
in high school and who have earned a high school diploma 
or equivalency credential (namely the GED certificate), 
irrespective of when the credential was earned. (This rate 
also is referred to as the “school completion rate” as the 
positive way of expressing the status dropout rate.)

Other types of measures include the following.

• Attrition rates measure the number of students lost from 
enrollment between two points in time (e.g., ninth grade 
and 12th grade enrollment four years later). Attrition data 
are similar to cohort data. IDRA releases adjusted attrition 
rates each year for the state of Texas. 

• Cohort rates measure what happens to a cohort of 
students over a period of time. These rates provide repeated 
measures of a group of students starting at a specific grade 
level over time. These measures provide longitudinal data 
on a specific group of students, including background and 
contextual data. 

The four NCES rates (the averaged freshman graduation 
rate, the event dropout rate, the status dropout rate, and the 
status school completion rate) and along with other traditional 
measures, such as the attrition rate and cohort dropout rates, 
provide unique information about high school dropouts, 
completers and graduates. 

Though each rate has different meaning and calculation 
methods, each provides unique information that is important 
for assessing schools’ quality of education and school holding 
power.

Additional Resources Online
• Supplemental Analysis – “Sluggish Attrition Rate Descent Means 

1.9 Million to 3.5 Million More Texas Students May be Lost”

• Look Up Your County – See attrition rates and numbers over the last 
10 years

• Tool – Quality School Holding Power Checklist

• OurSchool data portal – see district- and high school-level data 

• Courage to Connect: A Quality Schools Action Framework

• Overview of the Coca-Cola Valued Youth Program, which keeps 98 
percent of students in school

• Ideas and Strategies for Action

• Set of principles for policymakers and school leaders

• Classnotes Podcast: “Counting Dropouts”

• Graduation for All E-letter (English/Spanish)

• Frequently Asked Questions

www.idra.org

Also see www.delicious.com/IDRA for related articles and studies 
(keyword: dropouts)
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Texas State Reported School Completion and 
Dropout Data, 2008-09
by Roy L. Johnson, M.S.

In July 2010, the Texas Education Agency 
(TEA) released its lastest dropout and school 
completion report entitled, Secondary School 
Completion and Dropouts in Texas Public 
Schools 2008-09. This report, as well the three 
previous ones, use the dropout definition and 
calculation methods mandated by the National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES). 

This latest report shows a 2.0 percent annual 
dropout rate for grades seven through 12 and 

a rate of 2.9 percent for grades nine through 
12. According to TEA, the reported number 
of school dropouts for grades seven through 
12 declined from 45,796 in 2007-08 to 40,923 
in 2008-09, a decrease of 10.6 percent (see 
table). The annual dropout rate declined from 
2.2 percent in 2007-08 to 2.0 in 2008-09, a 
decrease of 9.1 percent. 

The attrition rate for the class of 2009 (grades 
nine through 12) was 28.6 percent – the same 

Texas Annual Dropout Rates – High School, 
Reported by the Texas Education Agency

School 
Year

Dropouts Students Annual Dropout Rate (%) By Group, Grades 9-12

African 
American

Hispanic White Other Total

1994-95 26,499 1,058,191 3.3 3.6 1.6 1.5 2.5

1995-96 24,574 1,085,859 2.8 3.2 1.4 1.2 2.2

1996-97 24,414 1,124,991 2.9 3.1 1.3 1.4 2.2

1997-98 24,886 1,145,910 3.3 3.1 1.2 1.2 2.2

1998-99 27,592 1,773,117 2.3 2.3 0.8 0.9 1.6

1999-00 21,439 1,163,883 2.6 2.7 1.0 1.0 1.8

2000-01 16,003 1,180,252 1.8 2.0 0.8 0.7 1.4

2001-02 15,117 1,202,108 1.8 1.9 0.6 0.7 1.3

2002-03 15,665 1,230,483 1.7 1.9 0.6 0.6 1.3

2003-04 15,160 1,252,016 1.4 1.9 0.6 0.6 1.2

2004-05 17,056 1,273,950 1.7 2.0 0.7 0.6 1.3

2005-06* 48,803 1,317,993 5.4 5.2 1.8 1.5 3.7

2006-07* 52,418 1,333,837 5.8 5.4 1.9 1.5 3.9

2007-08* 43,808 1,350,921 5.0 4.4 1.5 1.2 3.2

2008-09 38,720 1,356,249 4.4 3.8 1.3 1.1 2.9

*The 2005-06, 2006-07, 2007-08 and 2008-09 dropout rate was calculated using the National Center for Education Statistics dropout definition. Using the NCES definition, a dropout is 
defined as “a student who is enrolled in public school in grades 7-12, does not return to public school the following fall, is not expelled, and does not graduate, receive a General Education 
Development (GED) certificate, continue school outside the public school system, begin college, or die.” In order to implement the legislative requirements for the computation of dropout 
rates, TEA had to make changes in some dates affecting dropout status and some changes in groups of students who had not been considered dropouts previously.

Source: Texas Education Agency, Secondary School Completion and Dropouts in Texas Public Schools, 2008-09, July 2010.

as for the class of 2008.

The NCES definition mandated by the 78th 
Texas Legislature’s passage of Senate Bill 186 in 
2003 has had a dramatic impact on the dropout 
counts and dropout rates reported by TEA. 
Since the use of the NCES dropout definition, 
the total number of dropouts reported by TEA 
(for grades seven through 12) increased from 
18,290 in 2004-05 to 51,841 in 2005-06 and 
to 55,306 in 2006-07, but declined to 45,796 
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in 2007-08 and 40,923 in 2008-09. From 
2004-05 to 2008-09, the number of dropouts 
increased by 22,633 students or by 123 percent. 
The dropout count was 2.24 times higher in 
2008-09 than in 2004-05. 

Of the 40,923 dropouts in the latest report, 
2,203 were in grades seven and eight, and 

Texas Annual Dropout Rates – Middle and High School, 
Reported by the Texas Education Agency

School 
Year

Dropouts Students Annual Dropout Rate (%) By Group, Grades 7-12

African 
American

Hispanic White Other Total

1987-88 91,307 1,363,198 8.4 8.8 5.1 6.1 6.7

1988-89 82,325 1,360,115 7.5 8.1 4.5 4.9 6.1

1989-90 70,040 1,361,494 6.7 7.2 3.5 4.3 5.1

1990-91 53,965 1,372,738 4.8 5.6 2.7 3.1 3.9

1991-92 53,420 1,406,838 4.8 5.5 2.5 2.9 3.8

1992-93 43,402 1,533,197 3.6 4.2 1.7 2.0 2.8

1993-94 40,211 1,576,015 3.2 3.9 1.5 1.7 2.6

1994-95 29,918 1,617,522 2.3 2.7 1.2 1.1 1.8

1995-96 29,207 1,662,578 2.3 2.5 1.1 1.1 1.8

1996-97 26,901 1,705,972 2.0 2.3 1.0 0.9 1.6

1997-98 27,550 1,743,139 2.1 2.3 0.9 1.1 1.6

1998-99 27,592 1,773,117 2.3 2.3 0.8 0.9 1.6

1999-00 23,457 1,794,521 1.8 1.9 0.7 0.7 1.3

2000-01 17,563 1,818,940 1.3 1.4 0.5 0.5 1.0

2001-02 16,622 1,849,680 1.3 1.3 0.4 0.5 0.9

2002-03 17,151 1,891,361 1.2 1.4 0.4 0.4 0.9

2003-04 16,434 1,924,717 1.0 1.3 0.4 0.4 0.9

2004-05 18,290 1,954,752 1.2 1.4 0.5 0.4 0.9

2005-06* 51,841 2,016,470 3.8 3.5 1.3 1.1 2.6

2006-07* 55,306 2,023,570 4.1 3.7 1.3 1.1 2.7

2007-08* 45,796 2,042,203 3.5 3.0 1.1 0.9 2.2

2008-09 40,923 2,060,701 3.1 2.6 0.9 0.8 2.0

*The 2005-06, 2006-07, 2007-08 and 2008-09 dropout rate was calculated using the National Center for Education Statistics dropout definition. Using the NCES 
definition, a dropout is defined as “a student who is enrolled in public school in grades 7-12, does not return to public school the following fall, is not expelled, and 
does not graduate, received a General Education Development (GED) certificate, continue school outside the public school system, begin college, or die.” In order 
to implement the legislative requirements for the computation of dropout rates, TEA had to make changes in some dates affecting dropout status and some changes 
in groups of students who had not been considered dropouts previously.

Source: Texas Education Agency, Secondary School Completion and Dropouts in Texas Public Schools, 2008-09, July 2010.

38,720 were in grades nine through 12. The 
reported seventh through eighth grade dropout 
rate was 0.3 percent, while the ninth through 
12th grade dropout rate was 2.9 percent.

The annual dropout rates for African American 
students and Hispanic students in grades nine 
through 12 were three times higher than the 

rates for White students. The reported 2008-
09 dropout rate for African American students 
was 3.38 times higher than that of White 
students, and the rate for Hispanic students 
was 2.92 times higher than the rate for White 
students.
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Look Up Your Texas County 

IDRA is providing dropout trend data at your 
fingertips.

Go to the IDRA website to see a graph of high school 
attrition in your county over the last 10 years. You’ll also 
see the numbers of students by race-ethnicity who have 
been lost from enrollment in your county.

www.idra.org/Research/Attrition/

Get District- and High School-Level Data

Designed to help educators and community members find out how well their high school campus is preparing and 
graduating students, what factors may be weakening school holding power, and what they can do together to address 
them. 

What’s Included…
•  Key data to help you determine whether high dropout 

rates and weak school holding power are a problem 
for your school.

• Actionable knowledge and key questions to spark 
conversations and action planning around: teaching 
quality, curriculum quality, attrition, college 
readiness, college access and college sending.

• Real-time data collection features via surveys 
(e.g., to measure parent engagement).

• Social networking features you can use to share 
data with others and attach charts or graphs, keep track of 
your own notes, or call a community-school meeting to work on a specific 
issue.

• Bilingual (Spanish/English) content.

www.idra.org/OurSchool

XYZ County

Though TEA indicates that the dropout and 
school completion rates reported prior to 2005-
06 are not comparable to the present, it is clearly 
apparent that the use of the national dropout 
definition exposes the fallacies of dropout 
counting and reporting in Texas. Schools and 
our communities at large must be provided 
accurate and understandable information to 
improve school holding power in Texas and 
our nation.

Resources
Texas Education Agency. Secondary School Completion 

and Dropouts in Texas Public Schools, 2008-09 (Austin, 
Texas: Texas Education Agency, July 2010).
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Graduates, Dropouts and Leaver Codes in Texas
by Albert Cortez, Ph.D.

As IDRA releases its latest Texas attrition study, 
we thought it would be useful to re-visit a set of 
issues that we first raised in 1999. At issue was 
the Texas Education Agency’s creation of a new 
“leaver” coding system that had the potential of 
providing much improved state reports on the 
number of students either graduating from or 
leaving school before obtaining a high school 
diploma. “Leavers” are students who leave 
school for certain reasons, and the codes place 
those reasons into categories. Some categories 
of students who leave school are not counted 
as dropouts. 

More than a decade later, we conclude that the 
promise of obtaining much more accurate and 
credible high school dropout reports has not 
yet been realized. And some of the concerns 
expressed about the potential for misuse of 
those leaver codes to mask and under-state 
dropout rates proved to be well-founded. 

Concerns Raised in 1999
IDRA presented testimony before the Texas 
Senate Education Committee on October 12, 
1999, stating that the new leaver codes and their 
related completer and leaver categories had 
potential for improving reporting of students’ 
status (Cortez, 1999). But if the leaver coding 
system incorporated and continued flaws that 
were in the state’s earlier dropout reporting 
process, the new approach would exacerbate 
rather than improve state practices in this criti-
cal area. 

IDRA staff outlined a listing of eight “ques-
tionable” leaver categories out of a total of 36 
that, in our assessment, reduced the accuracy 
of state and local dropout reports. The testi-
mony also included the related rationale for our 
objections to some of these new leaver codes 
and their use. 

Simplified Leaver Code System
Based on IDRA’s concerns (and those later by 
other critics), TEA eventually “simplified” the 
leaver code system and soon after did so again 
in order to comply as mandated with the NCES 

dropout definition. The number of categories 
was reduced from the high of 36 codes to the 14 
used to calculate completion and dropout rates 
in 2009, the latest year for which state rates 
were calculated (TEA, 2010).

While the reduction of the number of leaver 
codes suggests that the state seems to be 
closing the number of loopholes available to 
artificially reduce dropout rates, what has actu-
ally happened is the collapsing or combining of 
old sub-categories into single larger categories. 
This essentially is like taking a number of small 
baskets and putting them all into one larger 
basket.

An example of this was the collapsing of 
distinct leaver codes (“Enroll in a Texas public 
school,” “Enroll in a private school in Texas,” 
“Enroll in school outside of Texas,” “No intent, 
but documented enrollment in a Texas public 
school,” “No intent, but documented enroll-
ment in a Texas private school,” “No intent, 
but documented enrollment in a school outside 
of Texas”) into a smaller number of re-labeled 
leaver codes (“Withdrew from/left to enroll in 
a Texas public school,” “Withdrew from/left to 
enroll in a Texas private school,” “Withdrew 
from/left to enroll in a school outside of Texas”). 
Aggregating the numbers in the various older 
categories revealed leaver numbers that were 
very similar to the totals reflected in the new 
collapsed leaver codes.

Lack of Verification
In addition, IDRA remains concerned about 
the continued use of codes that make implica-
tions but are not based on hard evidence that 
students are actually re-enrolled in another 
school. 

The agency leaver label for students believed to 
have re-enrolled in some other school initially 
read, “Intent to enroll…” Persistent criticism of 
that label led to a change in wording that now 
reads, “Withdrew from/left school to enroll.” 
Unfortunately, the new label changes nothing 
about the fact that confirmation of actual re-

enrollment (in the form of written verification 
by the receiving school) still is not required. 

Review of TEA’s leaver documentation guide-
lines indicates that if school officials are told 
by parents or guardians (or students them-
selves who are over 18) or receive an e-mail 
communication indicating that the student is 
withdrawing “to enroll” in another school, that 
information is considered sufficient to place 
the student in that leaver category, though 
actual re-enrollment may never occur. This 
is analogous to a school official being assured 
that the school’s money is being deposited in 
another bank without requiring any official 
bank deposit information to confirm that the 
action actually took place.

In the case of students identified as “returned 
to home country,” the requirements simply 
state: “Use for students who are leaving the 
United States to return to their home country. 
A student may be leaving with or without 
family members to live with his or her family, 
immediate, or extended, in the home country. 
The student’s citizenship is not relevant in 
assigning this code. This code can also be used 
for foreign exchange students.”

Note that nothing in that wording requires 
any verification of actual re-enrollment of such 
students in the so-called home country. 

IDRA has long insisted that lack of credible 
evidence on student enrollment permitted in 
the Texas dropout reporting and counting 
system facilitates – and even encourages – the 
“playing” of the leaver code system by both the 
state and local systems, who share concerns 
about how high dropout statistics look and 
how they impact school accountability ratings. 

Other states use different approaches that 
require more specific documentation, as IDRA 
discovered in its analysis of Arizona dropout 
reporting. There, any student whose re-enroll-
ment cannot be verified in writing is placed in 
a category called “status unknown,” and those 



 1�T e x a s  P u b l i c  S c h o o l  A t t r i t i o n  S t u d y ,  2 0 0 9 - 1 0O c t o b e r  2 0 1 0

Intercultural Development Research Association

students are counted as dropouts unless their 
re-enrollment in another school is verified. 
(IDRA, 2002)

Rise in High School Home 
Schooling
More recently, critics of the Texas leaver code 
system have noted a disturbing increase in 
the number of high school leavers reported as 
“home schooled.” In 1998, according to TEA 
reports, a total of 8,632 students “withdrew 
for home schooling.” That number increased 
to 11,086 students in 1999 – a 28.4 percent 
increase in a single year. The large increase 
in home schooled students did not trigger any 
reported inquiry into the issue on the part of 
the state agency. 

In 2000, the number of students reported as 
home schooled had increased to 12,721. A 
similar dramatic increase in home school leavers 
was noted for the span between the 2005 and 
2007 school years, when home school leavers 
increased from 14,138 to more than 20,000 – a 
45 percent increase in that category over a two-
year span. 

In its most recent secondary school comple-
tion and dropout report released in July 2010, 
TEA listed a total of 20,948 students as home 
schooled – an increase of 142 percent from 1997. 
It also is revealing that the reported number of 
home school leavers account for 23.3 percent of 
all leavers reported in this last state summary. 
(TEA, 2010)

Documentation requirements for home school 
leavers as specified by TEA are divided 
between those who have been out of school 
for more than 10 days and those that fall 
within the 10-day window. In its definition 
and use segment relating to home schooling 
in the system requirements, the agency states: 
“Student was withdrawn from school or left 
school, and parent or guardian or qualified 
student indicates that at the time of the with-
drawal that the student will be home schooled 
or, when contacted by the district, that the 
student is being home schooled. The district is 
not required to obtain evidence that the program 
being provided meets educational standards” 
(italics added). 

In its statement related to documentation 
requirements for this leaver code TEA speci-
fies: 

“A district can document either that at 

the time of withdrawal the student will 
be home schooled (“intent to enroll in 
home schooling”) or that the student is 
actually being home schooled. Therefore, 
documentation requirements for Code 60 
are divided into specifications for docu-
mentation obtained within 10 days after 
a student stops attending, and documen-
tation obtained more than 10 days after a 
student stops attending.

“If documentation is obtained within 10 
days of the last day the student attended 
school:

“Acceptable documentation of intent to be 
home schooled can consist of a written, 
signed statement from a parent/guardian 
or qualified student that the student will 
be home schooled. For example, accept-
able documentation of intent to enroll is 
a copy of the withdrawal form, complet-
ed at the time the student quits attend-
ing school, and signed and dated by the 
parent/guardian or qualified student and 
an authorized representative of the school 
district. The withdrawal form should 
indicate that the student will be home 
schooled. The original signature of the 
parent/guardian or qualified student must 
appear on the same page of the withdrawal 

form as the destination.

“Other acceptable documentation of 
intent to enroll is written documentation 
of an oral statement by the parent/guard-
ian or qualified student made within 10 
days of the time the student quits attend-
ing school in the district, signed and dated 
by an authorized representative of the 
district.” (TEA, 2010)

In its requirements describing “Completeness 
of Documentation” TEA states: “Withdrawal 
of documentation shall be considered incom-
plete without a date, signatures and destination. 
Documentation will not be deemed insufficient 
when information is missing because the parent 
or parents refused to provide the information 
requested by the district. The district should 
document at the time of the conversation that 
the information was requested, and the parent 
refused to provide it.”

A glaring omission is any requirement that 
actual verification that a student is enrolled 
somewhere and that the student is being 
provided some kind of acceptable instruction. 

The ease of excluding students classified as 
home school leavers, including instructions 
that the district need not verify what kind of 
educational program is being offered to such 

 School Leavers  Change From  Percent
 Year Reported  Prior Year Change

1997-98 8,632
1998-99 11,086 2,454 28.4%
1999-00 12,271 1,185 10.7%
2000-01 13,676 1,405 11.4%
2001-02 13,345 -331 -2.4%
2002-03 12,884 -461 -3.5%
2003-04 13,528 644 5.0%
2004-05 14,138 610 4.5%
2005-06 16,811 2,673 18.9%
2006-07 22,622 5,811 34.6%
2007-08 20,948 -1,674 -7.4%

Data Sources: Texas Education Agency – Secondary School Completion and Dropouts in Texas Public 
Schools: 2008-09 (July 2010); 2007-08 (July 2009); 2004-05 (July 2006); 2003-04 (August 2005); 2001-02 
(August 2003).

TEA Leaver Data from Secondary School 
Completion and Dropout Reports,
1997-98 through 2007-08
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students placed in that category invites abuse 
of that classification. 

The Houston Chronicle reports that some 
schools are reporting students as home schooled 
to reduce dropout counts (Radcliffe, 2010a). 
Others have observed that parents have been 

  Other leavers All leavers
Codea Leaver reason Number Percent Number Percent

Graduated or received an out-of-state GEDb

01* Graduated from a campus in the district or charter –c – 264,275 66.8
85* Graduated outside Texas before entering Texas 
 public school, then left Texas public school  42 0.1 42 <0.1
86* Completed GED outside Texas 104 0.1 104 <0.1

Moved to other educational setting
24* Entered college early to pursue associate’s or 
 bachelor’s degree 763 0.9 763 0.2
60* Withdrew for home schooling 20,948 23.3 20,948 5.3
66* Removed from the district by Child Protective 
 Services 194 0.2 194 0.1
81* Withdrew from/left school to enroll in Texas 
 private school 12,516 13.9 12,516 3.2
82* Withdrew from/left school to enroll in school 
 outside Texas 37,718 41.9 37,718 9.5
87* Withdrew from/left school to enroll in a 
 university high school diploma program 
 authorized by the State Board of Education 214 0.2 214 0.1

Withdrawn by district
78* Expelled for criminal behavior under TECd 
 §37.007 and cannot return 526 0.6 526 0.1
83* Withdrawn for nonresidence at the time of 
 enrollment, falsification of enrollment, or failure 
 to provide proof of identification or immunization 
 records 1,161 1.3 1,161 0.3

Other reasons
03* Deceased 611 0.7 611 0.2
16* Returned to home country 15,319 17.0 15,319 3.9
98 Other (reason unknown or not listed above) – – 40,972 10.4

All leaver reasons 90,116 100 395,363 100

Note. The numbers of graduates, dropouts, and other leavers reflect all records received from districts and loaded into agency databases. The numbers do not match 
figures at the state level shown elsewhere in this report. Parts may not add to 100 percent because of rounding.

aCodes with an asterisk (*) are not included in the calculation of the dropout rate used for accountability purposes. bGeneral Educational Development certificate. 
cGraduates (Code 01) and dropouts (Code 98) are not counted as other leavers. dTexas Education Code.

Sources: Texas Education Agency, Secondary School Completion and Dropouts in Texas Public Schools, 2008-09.

Exit Reasons for District Leavers, Texas Public Schools, 2008-09

advised that problems associated with truancy 
and related court fines could be avoided if 
the students were designated as being home 
schooled.

In the face of such allegations, TEA stated in 
September that it is conducting an audit by 

contacting a “random sampling of students 
to validate that they intended to home-
school when they left middle or high school” 
(Radcliffe, 2010b).

Continuing over-utilization of leaver categories 
like “withdrew to enroll out of state,” “returned 
to home country” and “home school” contrib-
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utes to reported state dropout rates that greatly 
differ from most non-state sources and create 
credibility issues for both the state agency and 
local school systems on this issue.

Conclusion
IDRA latest attrition study does suggest 
however, that the ongoing focus on the dropout/
graduation issue has seemed to contribute to a 
slow decline in Texas attrition rates, particularly 
over the last few years. No doubt public scru-
tiny and growing concerns with high dropout 
rates, coupled with IDRA’s and other studies 
that have tracked data, have helped spur local 
efforts to keep more students enrolled. 

While an improvement over prior rates, the 
number of Texas students lost by schools 
remains unacceptably high and, at current rates 
of improvement, will require almost a quarter 
of a century to resolve (Montes, 2010). 

Research has established that there are a 
number of strategies that schools can imple-
ment to improve persistence and graduation 
rates. What has been missing has been leader-
ship and public will needed to implement those 
effective strategies on a larger scale. 

Specific recommendations for addressing 
the latest leaver related concerns include the 
following.

• Require that for all students who are clas-
sified as leavers in categories that suggest 
that they have re-enrolled in another school 
(be it private, in state, or out of state), the 
school must have proof of re-enrollment – in 
writing – from the receiving school. 

• Require that for students whose status 
cannot be confirmed, the state should create 
a “status unknown” leaver code with those 
students counted as dropouts until re-enroll-
ment can be established.

• Follow through with the TEA investigation 
into the home school leaver coding issue and 
assess: (a) whether or not home schooled 
students are being provided some from of 
acceptable instruction that prepares them for 
college and career, and (b) what happened 

during those years when any specific leaver 
code reflects a disproportionate increase over 
a one- or two-year span.

The state’s school leaver system is an opportu-
nity to have more precise student-, district- and 
state-level reporting on high school graduation 
and – more importantly – to account for the 
array of students who do not earn a regular 
diploma for a number of different reasons. But 
it will only work if all students are accounted 
for.

IDRA President, Dr. María “Cuca” Robledo 
Montecel presented testimony before the Texas 
State Board of Education in 2002 on this same 
subject, stating: “It is critical that the state 
upgrade its own dropout reporting process. 
Whether referred to as ‘leavers’ or ‘dropouts,’ 
far too many Texas students are leaving our 
schools without ever earning their high school 
diplomas. This state can continue to delude 
itself by resorting to tricks, like cumbersome 
definitions and unwieldy reporting and count-
ing systems, or we can simplify the process so 
that it is both understandable and believable. 

Texas needs diplomas, not delusions.”
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