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IDRA Focus: school holDIng PoweR

On October 31, 1986, IDRA 
completed and published the Texas 
School Dropout Survey Project. The 
seven-volume work, commissioned 
by the State of Texas, was the first 
statewide study of dropouts and was 
released in Austin at a gathering 
of educators, policymakers and 
community members. 

As principal investigator for 
the study, I provided the gathering 
with key findings: many, many young 
people were dropping out of Texas 
schools, most schools reported no 
plans to address the fact that one out 
of three students were leaving school 
before obtaining a high school diploma, 
and the costs of undereducation to 
dropouts, their families and the state 
were enormous. 

The cost analyses conducted 
as part of that study indicated that 
education is a good investment: every 
dollar invested in education resulted in a 
nine-dollar return. (Cárdenas, Robledo 
and Supik, 1986)

The 1986 study had an immediate 
effect on policy and practice. State 

policy requiring dropout data collection 
and reporting was passed in April 1987. 
As a result, data collection systems were 
put into place at the Texas Education 
Agency. The first report by TEA (1988) 
pointed to a statewide longitudinal 
dropout rate of 34 percent. Also, as a 
result of new state policy and regulation 
following the IDRA study, most school 
districts identified dropout prevention 
coordinators and developed dropout 
plans. 

However, focused resources and 
productive actions attendant to assuring 
that schools in Texas increase their 
ability to hold students through to high 
school graduation were short-lived. 
Instead, resources and actions went 
to explaining away the problem by 
blaming students or families and by 
lowering the dropout counts through 
changes in dropout definitions. The 
results are evident. 

Our latest attrition study indicates 
that 137,000 Texas students, or 35 
percent of the freshman class of 2002-
03, left school before graduating in 
the 2005-06 school year. In the last 20 
years, the racial-ethnic school holding 
power gap has widened with attrition 
rates increasing for Hispanic students 
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It is now time that we make high school graduation 
and college readiness the new minimum. The 
economics of undereducation demand it. Our 

children deserve no less. 
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and Black students while decreasing 
for White students. At the same time 
that the gap in schools’ ability to hold 
on to minority versus White students 
has widened, minority youngsters have 
become the majority of the school-aged 
population in Texas schools. (For more 
information on IDRA’s October 1986 
Texas School Dropout Survey Project, 
the October 2006 study results, and 
trends in yearly attrition data over the 
last 20 years, see Page 3.)

These statistics are not new to 
the many educators and community 
members who are committed to equity 
and excellence for all students. What 
is new is a palpable sense of public 
awareness of the dropout problem in 
Texas and the nation, and a growing 
political will to address it. 

In recent months, we have seen 
new national-level attention to the 
issue, such as the President’s High 
School Initiative, a bipartisan attempt 
to promote national graduation-for-all 
policy, and the National Governors 
Association’s compact to develop 
consistent state-level data. 

We have seen new foundation 
investment in combining school reform 
with citizen awareness campaigns, such 
as StandUp!, a public will campaign 
funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation. Media coverage, including 
the coordinated release in April 2006 of 
a two-part segment aired on the Oprah 
Winfrey Show and a cover story in Time 
magazine, have brought new attention 
to what has been called “the high school 
dropout crisis in America.” 

And we have seen a sharpened 
focus on the problem by a wide array 
of research institutes, non-profit 
organizations, coalitions and networks. 
Reports from the National Center for 
Education Statistics, the U.S. Bureau 
of the Census, the Harvard Civil 
Rights Project, the American Diploma 
Project Network, and the Alliance for 
Excellent Education are underscoring 
the magnitude of the problem and 

strengthening a knowledge base. 
This level of dramatically 

heightened attention presents a historic 
opportunity for a sea change in Texas 
and in the nation’s recognition of the 
problem and willingness to address 
it. But that moment can fade or make 
little difference for schools and for 
students.

To seize the moment and produce 
results, it is important to learn from the 
past as we engage citizens, develop 
public policy and promote truly 
accountable schooling (see “From 
‘Dropping Out’ to ‘Holding On’ – Seven 
Lessons from Texas,” by Robledo 
Montecel, April 2004). 

It is also important to work from 
what we know about schools. To 
graduate students who are prepared 
for later life, IDRA research indicates 
that schools must have: (1) competent 
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by Roy L. Johnson, M.S.

Texas Public School Attrition Study, 2005-06

Gap Continues to Grow

The overall statewide attrition rate 
in Texas public schools is less than 40 
percent for the fifth consecutive year, 
but the rate is 6 percent higher than it 
was 21 years ago. In its most recent 
annual attrition study that examines 
school holding power in the state of 
Texas, the Intercultural Development 
Research Association found that 35 
percent of the freshman class of 2002-
03 left school prior to graduating from a 
Texas public high school in the 2005-06 
school year. This rate corresponds to 
more than 137,000 students.

After seven consecutive years of 
overall statewide attrition rates of 40 
percent or higher between 1994-95 
through 2000-01, the overall statewide 
attrition rate of 35 percent in 2005-06 
was the lowest since a 34 percent rate 
in 1991-92 and continues a downward 
trend over the last several years.

Nonetheless, the current statewide 
attrition rate in Texas remains higher 
than the initial rate of 33 percent found 
in IDRA’s landmark 1985-86 study.

Furthermore, the gaps in attrition 
rates between White students and Black 
students and between White students 
and Hispanic students is actually 
growing.

School holding power in Texas 
public schools remains weak and begs 
for renewed commitment and efforts 

of all stakeholders to improve school 
completion and graduation rates of 
schools and their students.

This 2005-06 attrition study 
represents the 21st 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 school holding 
power of Texas public schools (see 
article on Page 7). 

This inaugural study, entitled 
Texas School Dropout Survey Project, 
was conducted under contract with 
the Texas Education Agency and the 
then Texas Department of Community 
Affairs. It examined three major 
research questions: (1) What is the 
magnitude of the dropout problem 
in the state of Texas?, (2) What is 
the economic impact of the dropout 
problem for the state?, and (3) What 

is the nature and effectiveness of in-
school and alternative out-of-school 
programs for dropouts in the state? 

The 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 and 
Supik, 1986).

Twenty years later, other 
researchers have corroborated IDRA’s 
attrition numbers and have concurred 
that attrition is a valid estimate, 
including the Harvard Civil Rights 
Project. 

During the last several years, 
study after study of dropouts, school 
completion and graduation rates have 
shown that school holding power 
is dramatically less than desirable. 
It appears that, regardless of the 
methodology or calculation procedures 
used, the overall estimates of the percent 
of students who leave school range from 
about 25 percent to 35 percent and that 
nearly 50 percent of African American 
students and Hispanic students are lost 
from enrollment prior to graduation 
with a diploma.

For over two decades, IDRA has 
called attention to the need to improve 
school holding power and for the 
prevention and recovery of dropouts. 
Pointing out that 30 percent to 40 

Attrition Study – continued on Page 4

The current statewide 
attrition rate in Texas 

remains higher than the 
initial rate of 33 percent 
found in IDRA’s landmark 

1985-86 study.
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percent of Texas students are leaving 
school prior to graduation has been 
IDRA’s clarion call to take action to 
reduce dropout rates and to improve 
school holding power. Across the 
United States, reports on dropout rates, 
school completion rates, and graduation 
rates continue to point out that school 
holding power is an urgent local, state 
and national issue. 

Methods
Spanning a period from 1985-86 

through 2005-06, 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 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.

Attrition Study – continued from Page 3

Attrition Study – continued on Page 9
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Student Connections – continued on Page 6

Coca-Cola Valued Youth Program

Strengthening Student Connections with School
by Linda Cantú, Ph.D.

Schools in Texas will lose almost 
half of their Hispanic, African American 
and Native American students between 
their freshman and senior year. In 
Arizona, 31.8 percent of students will 
not graduate (IDRA, 2002). California 
and has a graduation rate of 71 percent 
as reported by the Harvard Civil Rights 
Project (2005). Schools must make it a 
high priority to strengthen their student 
holding power. There are many reasons 
students leave school. Many of these 
reasons can be associated with a sense 
of disconnectedness from school. 

School Connectedness 
Helps 

A 2004 John Hopkins study 
concluded that 40 percent to 60 
percent of all students feel chronically 
disengaged from school. The study 
also suggested that stronger ties with 
a caring adult would help reduce 
students’ risky behaviors and improve 
students’ academic achievement. 
(Blum and Libbey, 2004)

Students are more likely to 
succeed if they feel a connection to 
school. School connectedness refers 
to the belief by students that adults in 
the school care about their learning and 
about them as individuals. A positive 
relationship with one caring adult is 
one of the elements identified that 

helped students feel more connected. 
Research indicates that students who 
feel connected to school have increased 
school completion rates, reduced 
absenteeism and increased academic 
performance. According to Blum, from 
the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School 
of Public Health, students need to be 
engaged in their own education, and that 
will make them want to be part of the 
school. (Blum and Libbey, 2004)

Coca-Cola Valued Youth 
Program Provides 
Connectedness

The Coca-Cola Valued Youth 
Program identifies students who are 
considered to be at risk of dropping 
out and places them in a designated 
class where they become engaged in 
learning by tutoring younger children. 

New Texas High School Allotment
In May, the Texas Legislature passed a measure to fund an initiative to 
prepare and graduate all Texas students from high school. These funds 
can be used for:

• College readiness programs to prepare underachieving students for 
college,

• Programs that encourage students toward advanced academic 
coursework,

• Programs that give students opportunities to take academically rigorous 
coursework, including four years of mathematics and science,

• Programs that align the curriculum for grades six through 12 with 
post-secondary curriculum, or

• High school completion and success initiatives in grades six through 
12 as approved by the commissioner.

The Coca-Cola Valued Youth Program can be funded through the high 
school allotment. In addition, the program is approved by the Texas State 
Board of Education as an innovative course, and the Texas Education 
Agency lists the program as an approved innovative course on its web site. 
The course provides ½ credit per semester for a total of one credit. To find 
out about the program, contact Dr. Linda Cantú, program coordinator at 
IDRA (210-444-1710 or contact@idra.org).
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Coca-Cola Valued Youth Program 
Thrives in Brazil

The Coca-Cola Valued Youth Program began in 
1984 in the United States. Now in its 23rd year, 
the program continues to work dramatically for 
students across the country. The program also 
has expanded to Brazil, where during the last 
six years it has impacted Brazilian students’ 
lives as well. 

The Coca-Cola Valued Youth Program in Brazil 
began with two schools in 1999 and has grown to 
42 schools in 17 cities in the 2005-06 school year. 
During 2005-06,  there were 4,200 students (1,050 
tutors and 3,150 tutees) participating in eight states 

in Brazil. The program has had many successes for each child.

One fun story involves the World Cup. The Coca-Cola Enterprise’s “Take this 
Flag” initiative invited teenagers from 23 countries to attend the World Cup 
Soccer competition held in Germany in June 2006. The Coca-Cola Valued 
Youth Program in Brazil sponsored a writing competition asking students to 
respond to the question, “Why do you deserve to be the Coca-Cola Valued 
Youth Program representative at the World Cup?” Aliny is a 12-year-old 
from Cuiabá whose writing piece was one of the top three selected in Brazil. 
Tutors were then asked to vote for one of the top three. Aliny won the vote 
from her peers as the tutor to represent them. 

The Coca-Cola Valued Youth Program in Brazil then sent Aliny (pictured 
above) and her mother to Germany to attend the event with all expenses 
paid by the Coca-Cola Company. This is another way in which Coca-Cola 
Brazil demonstrates its commitment to support tutors who are working hard. 
Aliny’s adventure made news in many Brazil newspapers.

Student Connections– continued from Page 5

The “tutees” develop a strong affection 
for their tutors. The elementary 
receiving teacher provides a welcoming 
environment. And a secondary teacher 
coordinator becomes the tutors’ school 
advocate. 

An added benefit is that tutors 
recapture academic skills they may 
have forgotten or missed during their 
earlier school years. In the Coca-Cola 
Valued Youth Program, tutors improve 
and contribute to their own education as 
well as to others. But most importantly, 
they find caring adults as well as young 
children who look forward to seeing 
them at school.

The Program 
IDRA’s Coca-Cola Valued 

Youth Program is an internationally-
recognized, dropout prevention 
program. The central feature is cross-
age tutoring by middle school and high 
school students for elementary school 
youngsters who are also struggling in 
school. Given this role of personal and 
academic responsibility, the Valued 
Youth tutors learn self-discipline and 
develop self-esteem. Schools shift to 
the philosophy and practices of valuing 
students considered at-risk. 

The primary goal of the program 
is to keep students in school. When the 
program is implemented as designed, 
results show that tutors stay in school, 
have increased academic performance, 
have improved school attendance and 
advance to higher education.

The program consists of five 
core components: (1) tutoring, (2) 
classes for tutors, (3) field trips, (4) 
role models/community leaders, and (5) 
student recognition events. In addition 
to these core components that provide 
the programmatic part of the program, 
tutors can also participate in (6) 
leadership days and (7) opportunities 
for increased technology awareness 
and utilization.

Through the program, IDRA 
also provides a support component 

comprised of: (1) curriculum, (2) family 
involvement, (3) staff development, (4) 
coordination, and (5) evaluation (see 
box on Page 20). 

Additionally, students participate 
in Youth Leadership Days held by the 
district or sometimes held regionally 
at local colleges and universities. 
Tutors from different schools meet 
each other and recognize there are 
many different students in the program 
contributing to their communities 
and schools by being tutors. They 
participate in personal awareness 
activities, team-building activities 
and leadership activities that enhance 

their presentation, communication 
and decision-making skills.

Tutors also participate in video 
conferencing with students from 
other cities. They have an opportunity 
to experience technology with an 
academic purpose through e-mailing 
key pals, planning and presenting in 
front of a camera and audience, and 
using the most advanced technology 
in video conferencing.

Program Evaluation 
Quantitative and qualitative 

measures are used to gauge student 
Student Connections – continued on Page 20

Coca-Cola Brazil
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Texas School Holding Power
Past, Present and Future
by Josie Danini Cortez, M.A.

School Holding Power – continued on Page 8

Twenty years ago, no one knew 
how many students Texas schools 
were losing before high school 
graduation. No one knew the reasons 
they left school, what it cost this state 
or what schools could do about it. The 
Intercultural Development Research 
Association was the first to answer those 
questions and, decades later, remains 
steadfast in its commitment to make a 
difference for children and youth.

IDRA has made a difference 
through its research and program 
development in these critical areas. 
Foremost was the 1986 Texas Dropout 
Survey Project.

Dropout Prevention in 1986
In that original study, IDRA 

found that approximately one out of 
10 Texas school districts reported 
having a dropout prevention program. 
Yet nine out of 10 dropout programs 
had no evaluation data. This meant that 
districts were unaware of whether or not 
their programs were having any impact 
in keeping students in school through 
high school graduation. 

Fast-forward to 2006, and schools 
still are not effectively evaluating the 
effectiveness of dropout prevention 
efforts. Fashola and Slavin’s Show Me 
the Evidence: Proven and Promising 
Programs for America’s Schools 

reported that only two dropout 
prevention programs in the country, one 
of which is IDRA’s Coca-Cola Valued 
Youth Program, were researched and 
evaluated rigorously.

IDRA’s 1986 research also 
showed that most dropout prevention 
programs were based on a deficit 
paradigm – fixing the child or the family 
rather than looking at institutional 
solutions. IDRA’s Dallas Dropout 
Study, a 30-month study of the dropout 
issue in the Dallas Independent School 
District in 1986, was the first research 
study to identify factors contributing 
to and preventing student dropouts 
using a paradigm that values students 
and identifies what schools can do to 
prevent students from dropping out 
of school. IDRA interviewed 200 
students who dropped out of school 
and 200 students still in school, as well 
as parents of both groups. The major 

findings included:
•	 Students first think about leaving 

school while still in middle school.
•	 Most leave school between eighth 

and ninth grades, and between ninth 
and 10th grades.

•	 Students tend to leave school if 
they:
	Change schools often,
	Work more than 15 hours per 

week,
	Are behind in academics and get 

no support,
	Are retained in grade,
	Are bored with classes, or
	Are encouraged by school 

personnel to leave. 
The most significant finding and 

the one that schools could immediately 
act upon was that students tend to stay in 
school if they believe there is someone 
who cares about them and if they are 
involved in school activities.

IDRA found similar results with 
its more recent Arizona Dropout Study, 
conducted for the Arizona Minority 
Education Policy Analysis Center 
(AMEPAC) in 2002. IDRA found that 
Arizona was losing about one third of 
its students (31 percent or 21,472 were 
lost from the 1997 freshman class) with 
Hispanic students (43 percent) and 
Native American students (48 percent) 
having the highest dropout rates.

As with Texas, Arizona had few 
dropout prevention programs with 

The most significant 
finding and the one 
that schools could 

immediately act upon 
was that students tend 
to stay in school if they 

believe there is someone 
who cares about them 

and if they are involved 
in school activities.
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School Holding Power – continued from Page 7

research or evaluation data. Arizona 
also had no central clearinghouse on 
dropout prevention programs for the 
state. 

IDRA’s extensive research in 
dropout prevention clearly shows 
that for a program to be successful, 
the following components must be in 
place:
• All students must be valued. 
• There must be at least one educator 

in a student’s life who is totally 
committed to the success of that 
student. 

• Students, parents and teachers must 
be provided extensive, consistent 
support in ways that allow students 
to learn, teachers to teach and parents 
to be involved. 

• Equity and excellence in schools 
contribute to individual and collective 
economic growth, stability and 
advancement. 

• The solutions sought must be 
institution-based with family and 
community participation and 
must embrace the strengths and 
contributions that students and their 
families bring.

IDRA’s Coca-Cola Valued Youth 
Program was designed and developed 
with these critical components. For 21 
years, this cross-age tutoring program 
has provided and is still providing 
an opportunity for middle school 
and high school students who are in 
at-risk situations to tutor younger 
students. Students are supported as 
Valued Youth making a significant 
contribution to their schools and to 
their communities.

Since 1984, the Coca-Cola Valued 
Youth Program has impacted the lives 
of more than 416,000 tutors and tutees 
and has kept 23,000 students in school. 
The program results include:  
• High expectat ion and high 

motivation,
• Academic success,
• Financial assistance,
• Belonging and contribution, and

• Inclusion.
As a result of the program, 

tutors have a positive self concept, an 
expanded vision of life, and a greater 
commitment to succeed and stay in 
school. Their tutees learn basic skills 
in a safe environment, get personal 
attention, and form positive and strong 
ties. Their schools have a decreased 
dropout rate, increased attendance, 
improved communication across and 
within schools, increased valuing of 
students, and reduced disciplinary 
actions. Tutors’ families experience 
renewed family pride, economic 
support, and improved communication 
among family, tutor and school. (See 
article on Page 5.)

IDRA’s research also shows that 
dropout programs are not enough. No 
single program is a magic bullet. What is 
required is a “re-forming” of the school 
culture that changes the paradigm 
from  prevention to graduation where 
every student is known and valued 
and where losing even one student is 
not an option.

IDRA can help your school 
achieve this. Contact us at 210-444-
1710 (or contact@idra.org, www.idra.
org) and let us make a difference at 
your school. 

Josie Danini Cortez, M.A., is the IDRA design 
and development coordinator. Comments and 
questions may be directed to her via e-mail at 
comment@idra.org.

Where to Get More Information
Organizations
Intercultural Development Research Association 
www.idra.org, 210-444-1710

Alliance for Excellent Education 
http://www.all4ed.org, 202-828-0828

National Dropout Prevention Center/Network
www.dropoutprevention.org, 864-656-2599

National Center for Education Statistics
www.nces.ed.gov, 202-502-7300

Articles and Publications
“A Quality Schools Action Framework: Framing Systems Change for 
Student Success,” by M. Robledo Montecel, IDRA Newsletter (San Antonio: 
IDRA, November-December 2005).

“From ‘Dropping Out’ to ‘Holding On’ – Seven Lessons from Texas,” by 
M. Robledo Montecel, IDRA Newsletter (San Antonio: IDRA, April 2004).

“Texas Needs Diplomas, Not Delusions,” testimony to the Texas State 
Board of Education by María Robledo Montecel, Ph.D., IDRA Newsletter 
(San Antonio: IDRA, September 2002).

Missing: Texas’ Youth – Dropout and Attrition in Texas Public Schools, by 
J.D. Supik and R.L. Johnson (San Antonio: IDRA, January 1999).

Texas School Dropout Survey Project: A Summary of Findings, by J.A. 
Cárdenas, M. del Refugio Robledo and J.D. Supik (San Antonio, Texas: 
IDRA, 1986).
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Group

* Rounded to nearest whole number.

Longitudinal Attrition Rates in Texas Public High Schools, 
1985-86 to 2005-06

Race-Ethnicity

 Native American 45 39 37 47 39 39 40 39 38 42 44 43 42 25 43 42 29 39 42 40 39 -13

 Asian/Pacific  33 30 28 23 22 23 21 21 21 18 18 20 21 19 20 20 14 17 16 17 17 -48

       Islander

 Black 34 38 39 37 38 39 39 43 47 50 51 51 49 48 47 46 46 45 44 43 40 18

 White 27 26 24 20 19 22 22 25 28 30 31 32 31 31 28 27 26 24 22 22 21 -22

 Hispanic 45 46 49 48 48 48 48 49 50 51 53 54 53 53 52 52 51 50 49 48 47 4

Gender

 Male 35 35 35 34 34 34 37 39 41 43 45 46 45 45 44 43 43 41 40 39 38 9

 Female 32 32 31 29 29 28 30 33 36 37 39 40 38 38 36 36 35 34 33 32 31 -3

Total 33 34 33 31 31 31 34 36 39 40 42 43 42 42 40 40 39 38 36 36 35 6

Percent 
Change* 

From 
1985-86 

to
2005-06

Source: Intercultural Development Research Association, 2006.
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Figures calculated by IDRA from the Texas Education Agency Fall Membership Survey data.

The attrition calculations were 
derived from public school enrollment 
data in the 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 four 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 

Attrition Study – continued from Page 4

Attrition Study – continued on Page 10

have unstable enrollments or lack a tax 
base for school programs.

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. 

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.

Historical statewide attrition rates 
are categorized by race-ethnicity and 
by gender (see boxes on Page 4 and 
below). County-level data are provided 
on Pages 4, 12 and 13. In addition, 
trend data by county is provided via 
IDRA’s web site at www.idra.org. For 
the first time, IDRA is including online 
historical county-level numbers of 
students lost to attrition. See the box 
on Page 11 for statewide historical 
numbers. General conclusions from 
this year’s study follow.

When compared to 1985-86, the attrition rates 
for White students are 22 percent lower, while the 
attrition rates for Black students are 18 percent 

higher and the attrition rates for Hispanic students 
are 4 percent higher.



October 2006 IDRA Newsletter10

Latest Study Results
Seven of every 20 students 

(35 percent) from the freshman 
class of 2002-03 left school prior 
to graduating with a high school 
diploma. The class of 2006 began with 
363,665 students. Of those students, 
137,162 were lost from public school 
enrollment between the 2002-03 and 
2005-06 school years. (See table 
above.) Numerically, 137,162 students 
were lost from public high school 
enrollment in 2005-06 compared to 

86,276 lost in 1985-86.
The overall attrition rate has 

increased by 6 percent from 1985-86 
to 2005-06. The percentage of students 
who left high school prior to graduation 
was 33 percent in 1985-86 compared 
to 35 percent now. Over the past two 
decades, attrition rates have fluctuated 
between a low of 31 percent in 1988-
89, 1989-90 and 1990-91 to a high of 
43 percent in 1996-97.

The overall attrition rate was 
less than 40 percent in 2005-06 for 
the fifth time in 10 years. Between 

1994-95 and 2000-01, the overall 
attrition rate ranged from a low of 
40 percent to a high of 43 percent. In 
2005-06, the overall attrition rate was 
35 percent, representing the lowest rate 
since 1991-92.

Hispanic students and Black 
students historically have had 
much higher attrition rates than 
White students. From 1985-86 to 
2005-06, attrition rates of Hispanic 
students increased by 4 percent (from 
45 percent to 47 percent). During this 

Attrition Study – continued from Page 9

Attrition Study – continued on Page 11

2005-06
12th Grade
Enrollment

2002-03
9-12th Grade
Enrollment

2002-03 and 2005-06 Enrollment, 2005-06 Attrition in Texas
Race-

Ethnicity 
and Gender

Native 1,060 810 3,274 4,082 1,322 512 39
American
 Male 516 397 1,631 2,035 644 247 38
 Female 544 413 1,643 2,047 678 265 39

Asian/Pacific  9,882 9,343 35,420 40,209 11,219 1,876 17
Islander
 Male 5,152 4,737 18,253 20,810 5,874 1,137 19
 Female 4,730 4,606 17,167 19,399 5,345 739 14

Black 53,039 35,920 159,405 181,226 60,286 24,366 40
 Male 28,088 17,392 80,546 91,145 31,784 14,392 45
 Female 24,951 18,528 78,859 90,081 28,502 9,974 35

White 146,945 114,196 518,493 508,437 144,099 29,903 21
 Male 76,919 58,401 266,384 261,520 75,515 17,114 23
 Female 70,026 55,795 252,109 246,917 68,584 12,789 19

Hispanic 152,739 92,121 435,535 492,372 172,626 80,505 47
 Male 81,099 45,568 224,107 251,402 90,976 45,408 50
 Female 71,640 46,553 211,428 240,970 81,650 35,097 43

All Groups 363,665 252,390 1,152,127 1,226,326 389,552 137,162 35
 Male 191,774 126,495 590,921 626,912 204,793 78,298 38
 Female 171,891 125,895 561,206 599,414 184,759 58,864 31

2002-03
9th Grade

Enrollment

Source: Intercultural Development Research Association, 2006.

2005-06
9-12th Grade
Enrollment

2005-06
Expected

12th Grade
Enrollment

Students 
Lost to

Attrition

Attrition 
Rate

Figures calculated by IDRA from the Texas Education Agency Fall Membership Survey data. IDRA’s 2005-06 attrition study involved the 
analysis of enrollment figures for public high school students in the ninth grade during 2002-03 school year and enrollment figures for 12th 
grade students in 2005-06. 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.
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Native 
American

Asian/
Pacific 

Islander

Numbers of Students Lost to Attrition in Texas, 
School Years 1985-86 to 2005-06

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

All Years 2,533,169 6,472 31,163 439,334 775,699 1,280,501 1,433,262 1,099,907

Total
Black White Hispanic Male Female

School Year Race-Ethnicity Gender

Figures calculated by IDRA from the Texas Education Agency Fall Membership Survey data. 
Source: Intercultural Development Research Association, 2006.

same period, the attrition rates of Black 
students increased by 18 percent (from 
34 percent to 40 percent). Attrition 
rates of White students declined by 22 
percent (from 27 percent to 21 percent). 
Hispanic students have higher attrition 
rates than either White students or 
Black students.

From 1985-86 to 2005-06, Native 
American students, Asian/Pacific 
Islander students and White students 
saw a decline in their attrition rates. 
Native American students had a decline 
of 13 percent in their attrition rates 
(from 45 percent to 39 percent), and 
Asian/Pacific Islander students had a 
decline of 48 percent (from 33 percent 
to 17 percent).

The gaps between the attrition 
rates of White students and the 
rates of Black students and Hispanic 
students are increasing. The gap 
between the attrition rates of White 
students and Black students has 
increased from 7 percentage points 
in 1985-86 to 19 percentage points in 
2005-06. Similarly, during this time 
period, the gap between the attrition 
rates of White students and Hispanic 
students have increased from 18 
percentage points in 1985-86 to 26 
percentage points in 2005-06. The gap 
between the attrition rates of White 
students and Native American students 
has remained constant at 18 percentage 
points in both 1985-86 and 2005-06.

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 4 
percentage points lower than those of 
White students.

Historically, the attrition rates 
of Hispanic students and Black 
students have been higher than the 
overall attrition rates. For the period 
of 1985-86 to 2005-06, students from 
racial-ethnic minority groups account 
for more than two-thirds (69.3 percent) 
of the estimated 2.5 million students lost 
from public high school enrollment.

Hispanic students account for 

Attrition Study – continued from Page 10

Attrition Study – continued on Page 14



October 2006 IDRA Newsletter12

Attrition Rates in Texas Public Schools
By Race-Ethnicity, 2005-06

County

name BlaCk White hispaniC total

attrition rates1

anderson  37 20 52 28
andreWs   **   ** 26 13
angelina 29 22 42 28
aransas 100 18 38 25
arCher • 2 40 6
armstrong  •   16 0 15
atasCosa 21 27 39 35
austin 19 9 37 18
Bailey 58 ** 34 21
Bandera ** 38 65 45
Bastrop 33 27 46 34
Baylor 18 8 65 20
Bee 27 11 31 25
Bell 46 26 44 36
Bexar 34 19 41 35
BlanCo  33 11 8 11
Borden  • 15 38 7
Bosque 10 18 33 22
BoWie 38 20 52 27
Brazoria 44 30 48 37
Brazos 53 17 55 36
BreWster 75 20 35 30
BrisCoe ** 14 57 30
Brooks • ** 42 39
BroWn 3 24 50 30
Burleson 17 23 26 22
Burnet 52 21 38 26
CaldWell 54 17 45 35
Calhoun 25 29 52 42
Callahan 100 17 31 19
Cameron 36 24 50 48
Camp 21 30 40 30
Carson • 15 43 19
Cass 1 18 49 15
Castro ** ** 19 12
ChamBers 20 21 43 25
Cherokee 35 34 55 39
Childress ** 25 19 21
Clay • 10 8 9
CoChran 50 18 2 12
Coke 85 35 71 57
Coleman 36 15 32 20
Collin 42 21 44 27
CollingsWorth 13 19 7 14
Colorado 13 8 31 16
Comal 36 22 41 28
ComanChe • 10 58 30
ConCho  • 26 ** 13
Cooke 12 23 41 26
Coryell 39 38 31 38
Cottle  ** ** ** **
Crane ** ** 11 2
CroCkett • 13 ** 5
CrosBy 100 ** 23 11
CulBerson • 40 30 30
dallam 50 16 33 23
dallas 45 13 58 41
daWson ** ** 16 8
deaf smith 40 3 35 28
delta 28 12 85 21
denton  44 29 59 36

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 
Calculation 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  34 17 50 30
diCkens    • 14 60 22
dimmit 79 51 29 33
donley 48 ** 5 **
duval • 17 32 31
eastland 61 24 33 26
eCtor 29 23 43 35
edWards 33 32 28 29
ellis 31 25 43 30
el paso 36 20 39 37
erath   13 14 43 23
falls 37 4 42 26
fannin 17 21 36 21
fayette 34 10 37 18
fisher • ** 15 2
floyd 15 4 40 28
foard ** 34 ** 17
fort Bend 26 9 41 22
Franklin 39 20 52 27
freestone 10 17 35 18
frio • 20 31 29
gaines ** 12 24 16
galveston 37 26 47 31
garza 72 2 32 23
gillespie 14 ** 37 11
glassCoCk • 6 33 18
goliad 74 13 39 26
gonzales 29 21 32 28
gray ** 10 41 17
grayson 28 23 48 26
gregg 45 17 54 31
grimes 32 20 34 26
guadalupe 38 25 44 34
hale 25 2 35 25
hall 10 25 26 25
hamilton • 12 15 12
hansford • 19 21 20
hardeman 0 0 36 10
hardin 34 19 35 22
harris 45 20 52 40
harrison 17 23 56 24
hartley 18 ** 23 8
haskell *** *** *** ***
hays 25 19 34 26
hemphill 100 26 44 37
henderson 28 27 51 31
hidalgo 32 24 49 48
hill 5 6 46 15
hoCkley ** 5 34 20
hood 14 33 36 33
hopkins 26 16 49 22
houston 34 6 54 22
hoWard 16 16 47 31
hudspeth • ** 12 7
hunt 50 22 57 32
hutChinson 16 18 41 23
irion ** 18 ** 12
JaCk • 18 37 21
JaCkson 44 8 27 16
Jasper 29 19 50 22
Jeff davis ** ** 49 22
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totalhispaniCWhiteBlaCk

attrition ratesCounty

nametotalBlaCk White hispaniC

County

name
attrition rates

Attrition Rates in Texas Public Schools
By Race-Ethnicity, 2005-06 (continued) 

Jefferson 38 20 46 32
Jim hogg • 5 4 5
Jim Wells 100 19 40 37
Johnson 38 34 50 37
Jones 12 8 25 13
karnes 12 6 30 21 
kaufman 40 38 61 41
kendall 30 18 34 22
kenedy *** *** *** ***
kent • ** 100 1
kerr 68 24 57 37
kimBle • 26 41 31 
king • 43 • 48
kinney ** 18 53 38
kleBerg 35 25 34 32 
knox ** 19 15 15
lamar 35 23 42 27
lamB 14 8 32 24
lampasas 21 24 36 25 
la salle • ** 33 28
lavaCa 26 7 38 11
lee 38 19 37 27
leon ** 12 43 14
liBerty 27 28 44 31
limestone 11 26 37 24
lipsComB • ** 37 6
live oak • 20 34 28
llano 50 36 39 37
loving *** *** *** ***
luBBoCk 28 8 31 19
lynn 0 ** 11 5
madison 22 27 27 26
marion 6 15 . 10
martin 100 ** 34 13
mason • 8 ** **
matagorda 42 20 45 34
maveriCk • 40 36 36
mCColluCh 36 13 3 11
mClennan 39 16 45 29
mCmullen • **   ** **
medina 1 17 37 28
menard 67 ** 23 5
midland 28 2 47 25
milam 18 18 44 27
mills 13 17 36 21
mitChell 12 6 29 17
montague  ** 10 36 13
montgomery 40 30 52 35
moore 31 17 40 29
morris *** *** *** ***
motley • ** 42 **
naCogdoChes 37 17 53 30
navarro 44 27 61 39
neWton 29 39 3 36
nolan 63 20 31 28
nueCes 25 17 36 30
oChiltree • 15 53 34
oldham 63 22 42 26
orange 43 24 35 26
palo pinto 7 31 47 33
panola 12 13 62 16
parker 49 27 42 28
parmer • 11 21 16
peCos 85 28 40 40
polk 15 38 34 34
potter 44 19 51 33
presidio • 22 35 34

rains ** 32 33 31
randall 63 17 38 20
reagan ** ** 2 **
real • 3 ** **
red river 27 19 58 24
reeves 30 ** 25 22
refugio 0 18 30 22
roBerts • ** • **
roBertson 38 16 41 23
roCkWall 45 32 51 37
runnels 61 2 39 20
rusk 24 25 51 28
saBine 16 19 100 20
san augustine 19 2 54 11
san JaCinto 32 46 46 43
san patriCio 55 24 43 36
san saBa 17 16 17 16
sChleiCher • ** 19 3
sCurry 25 2 33 17
shaCkelford 100 19 35 23
shelBy 31 25 49 30
sherman • 11 52 30
smith 30 23 56 32
somervell • 15 45 21
starr • ** 41 41
stephens 68 14 44 23
sterling • ** ** **
stoneWall  25 1 58 7
sutton • 9 28 21
sWisher 45 ** 26 10
tarrant 44 24 55 37
taylor 41 21 50 30
terrell • 11 17 13
terry 7 5 4 5
throCkmorton • 11 ** 10
titus 40 25 42 33
tom green 5 9 34 20
travis 42 16 52 36
trinity 7 29 68 27
tyler 3 24 28 22
upshur 18 25 18 25
upton ** 22 6 14
uvalde 53 8 44 37
val verde 47 27 39 38
van zandt 34 26 41 27
viCtoria 39 22 59 45
Walker 32 19 45 28
Waller 36 29 41 35
Ward 46 11 13 15
Washington 42 12 53 26
WeBB 84 5 39 39
Wharton 11 ** 36 15
Wheeler 18 ** 39 4
WiChita 40 20 38 25
WilBarger 36 27 44 34
WillaCy 67 ** 33 32
Williamson 45 20 45 28
Wilson 11 11 32 19
Winkler  100 19 32 27
Wise 43 21 39 25
Wood 13 15 45 18
yoakum ** ** 23 12
young ** 18 26 18
zapata • 14 17 17
zavala 79 18 37 37

ToTal	 40 21 47 35

       

Source: Intercultural Development Research Association, 2006.
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Tools for Tools for

Tools for Action continued on next page

School Holding Power 
School holding power refers to a school’s ability to prepare all students 
academically and to hold on to them through to graduation. Nationally, our 
schools lose one student every three minutes. Among Latino students alone, 
1.4 million young people have been lost from our schools. That’s like losing 
Atlanta, Kansas City and Milwaukee in one year. Yet some still argue over 
counting methods rather than focusing on the real problem.

Fortunately, many educators, parents and students have not waited to make a 
change. They know there is a problem. They know there are solutions. Around 
the country, schools and communities, in partnership with IDRA and in a 
range of other initiatives, have pioneered new ways to turn the tide. Class by 
class, they have found ways to transform schools from places that misplace 
children into settings that hold on to them.

A Snapshot of What IDRA is Doing
Developing Leaders – In IDRA’s Coca-Cola Valued Youth Program, secondary 
school students who are considered at risk of dropping out of school are 
placed as tutors of elementary school students, enabling the older students to 
make a difference in the younger students’ lives. These tutors become leaders 
in their classrooms, tutoring the younger students and shoring up their own 
studies so that they are able to continue in the program and not disappoint 
their young charges. As important are the changes among school teachers and 
administrators who now see these tutors as valuable contributors rather than 
as troublemakers. (See Page 5.)

Conducting Research –  IDRA’s annual attrition study (see Page 3), with 
results published online, provides a consistent, statewide look at attrition 
trends in Texas. Both the results of this study and the methodology point to 
a longstanding need for more accurate official counts of dropout rates and 
new approaches to addressing a problem that should be considered a crisis 
and central challenge.

Informing Policy – IDRA recently was involved in state policy reform 
discussions related to providing targeted resources to improve high school 
graduation rates and school holding power in Texas high schools by allocating 

Attrition Study – continued from Page 11

Attrition Study – continued on Page 15

50.4 percent of the students lost to 
attrition. Black students account for 
17.4 percent of all students lost from 
enrollment due to attrition over the 
years. White students account for 
30.7 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 of males have 
been higher than those of females. 
Between 1985-86 and 2005-06, attrition 
rates for males have increased by 9 
percent (from 35 percent to 38 percent). 
Attrition rates for females declined by 
3 percent from 32 percent in 1985-86 to 
31 percent in 2005-06. Longitudinally, 
males have accounted for 56.6 percent 
of students lost from school enrollment, 
while females have accounted for 43.4 
percent.

Over a 21-year period, the 
estimated cost of weak school holding 
power is $730.1 billion. Between 
the 1985-86 and 2005-06 school 
years, more than 2.5 million students 
have been lost from public school 
enrollment, costing the state of Texas 
about $730.1 billion in forgone income, 
lost tax revenues, and increased job 
training, welfare, unemployment and 
criminal justice costs.

Conclusions 
Though the overall attrition rate 

has remained under 40 percent over 
the last five years, improving school 
holding power in Texas schools is still 
an imperative. Texas public schools are 
failing to graduate seven out of every 
20 students. Long-standing goals of 
graduating 90 percent or more of all 
students are yet to be achieved in our 
nation and in Texas amidst growing 
scrutiny and attention about the quality 
of education in our schools. 

School holding power is an 
important indicator of a school’s 
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Action Action
new state funding to support such programs. Though the Texas legislature did 
provide a new $275 per high school ADA allotment, the new revenues can 
be used for an array of high school improvement efforts, including but not 
limited to dropout prevention (see box on Page 5). 

Engaging Communities – IDRA’s Graduation Guaranteed/Graduación 
Garantizada is supporting educators, community members, parents and new 
community-school partnerships with: (1) clear, actionable data on attrition and 
the factors that give rise to it, (2) information on proven practices for preventing 
students from dropping out and strengthening school holding power, and (3) 
resources and technical assistance on how to develop and implement local 
action plans. Tailored around campus-based needs and plans, the initiative is 
designed to build the capacity of school leaders and educators to implement 
effective, data-driven reforms.

What You Can Do
Get informed. Achieve, Inc., has released a recent study to provide policy-
makers with an overview of the research about the dropout problem and the 
best strategies for building an early warning data system that can signal which 
students and schools are most in need of intervention. You can visit the web 
site to get numerous materials on the subject at http://www.achieve.org.
 
Get involved. Talk with parents. Engage your school’s site-based decision 
making team, PTA, boosters and other groups and find out what they are doing 
to promote graduation of all students. Join them in doing more. Find out about 
your school’s plans to improve graduation rates. Ask your principal or parent 
liaison for a copy of your school’s “campus improvement plan.” Help create 
opportunities for all students to be meaningfully engaged in school life.

Get results. If you are interested in organizing a Graduation Guaranteed/ 
Graduación Garantizada convening in your area or in forming a local 
community-school action team, contact IDRA. Learn more about the Graduation 
Guaranteed initiative at http://www.idra.org/School_Holding_Power/. You 
can look up your county’s attrition rate on IDRA’s web site (http://www.idra.
org/wrapper/) and learn more about rates and what to do to improve them 
locally. Parents can meet with teachers and counselors to make sure their 
child is on track to graduate. 

Attrition Study – continued from Page 14

success and the quality of its 
educational services to students. In 
order to strengthen our public schools 
and to improve their outcomes for 
students, communities and schools 
must work together in creating and 
implementing a framework for 
success.

In her “Quality Schools Action 
Framework,” Dr. María “Cuca” 
Robledo Montecel, IDRA’s executive 
director, shows how communities 
and schools can work together to 
strengthen pubic schools to improve 
holding power through the following 
six areas: fair funding, governance 
efficacy, parent and community 
engagement, student engagement, 
teaching quality, and curriculum 
quality and access (2005). Each of 
these areas is defined below.
• Fair Funding – Availability of 

funds in a school district to support 
a quality educational program for 
all students.

• Governance Efficacy – The 
capacity of administrative and 
supervisory personnel to deliver 
quality educational services 
to all students, along with the 
policymaking and pro-active 
support of a school board to hold 
on to every student.

• Parent and Community Engage-
ment – Creating partnerships based 
on respect and a shared goal of aca-
demic success and integrating par-
ents and community members into 
the decision-making processes of 
the school.

• Student Engagement – School 
environment and activities that 
value students and incorporate 
them into the learning process and 
other social activities within the 
school with academic achievement 
as a result.

• Teaching Quality – The 
preparation of teachers and the 

Attrition Study – continued on Page 16
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placement of teachers in their 
fields of study. Teaching is 
informed by continual professional 
development. Also the practices 
that teachers use in the classroom to 
deliver comprehensible instruction 
that prepares all students to meet 
academic goals and ensures that no 
child is left behind or drops out of 
school.

• Curriculum Quality and Access 
– The educational programs of 
study, materials and other learning 
resources, such as technology, and 
their accessibility to all students. 
Also relates to assessment and 
accountability – the school practices 
related to fair and unbiased 
assessment of students and degree 
that schools take responsibility 

Attrition Study – continued from Page 15

for the academic success of all 
students.

Improved school holding power 
strengthens schools and their outcomes 
for students. Working together, all 
stakeholders – schools, parents, 
students, educators, policymakers, 
researchers – can make a difference in 
strengthening school holding power.

Resources
Johnson, R.L. “Little Improvement in 

Texas School Holding Power: Texas 

Key IDRA Findings about Dropouts in Texas
The picture has not changed much in 20 years.

In 1985-86, Texas schools lost 33 percent of their students.
In 2005-06, Texas schools lost 35 percent of their students.

In 1985-86, Texas schools lost 86,276 students.
In 2005-06, Texas schools lost 137,162 students.

Since the first IDRA study…
Attrition rates for White students have improved.

Attrition rates for Asian/Pacific Islander students have improved.
Attrition rates for Native American students have improved.

Attrition rates for Hispanic students have worsened.
Attrition rates for African American students have worsened dramatically.

Since IDRA’s first study…
More than 2.5 million students have been lost from public schools.

This loss has cost the state of Texas $730.1 billion in foregone income, lost tax revenues, and 
increased job training, welfare, unemployment and criminal justice costs.

Public School Attrition Study, 2004-05,” 
IDRA Newsletter (San Antonio, Texas: 
Intercultural Development Research 
Association, October 2005).

Robledo Montecel, M. “A Quality Schools Action 
Framework: Framing Systems Change for 
Student Success,” IDRA Newsletter (San 
Antonio, Texas: Intercultural Development 
Research Association, November-December 
2005).

Improved school holding power strengthens 
schools and their outcomes for students. Working 

together, all stakeholders – schools, parents, 
students, educators, policymakers, 
researchers – can make a difference in 

strengthening school holding power.

Roy L. Johnson, M.S., is director of the IDRA 
Evaluation Research Division. Comments and 
questions may be directed to him via e-mail at 
comment@idra.org.
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Averaged Freshman Graduation Rate
A New Measure of On-Time School Completion

by Roy L. Johnson, M.S.

Averaged Freshman – continued on Page 18

The National Center for Education 
Statistics in the U.S. Department of 
Education, Institute of Education 
Sciences, has released a new measure to 
estimate the percentage of high school 
students who graduate on time. This 
new measure, referred to as Averaged 
Freshman Graduation Rate (AFGR), 
expands the number of indicators that 
NCES provides on high school dropouts 
and completers in the United States. 

Every year since 1988, NCES 
has released a series of reports that 
provide trend data on the characteristics 
of school dropouts and completers in 
the nation as a whole and by state or 
jurisdiction. 

To the three traditional indicators 
– event dropout rate, status dropout 
rate, and status completion rate – the 
averaged freshman graduation rate 
has been added to bring the number 
of NCES indicators of dropouts and 
completers to four. 

Data for this new measure were 
drawn from counts of enrollment by 
grade and graduates in the Common 
Core of Data (CCD) State Non-fiscal 
Survey of Public Elementary/Secondary 
Education. Data are available for three 
school years: 2001-02, 2002-03 and 

2003-04. 
The 50 states and the District 

of Columbia reported counts of high 
school graduates in both 2001-02 and 
2002-03, while 48 states and the District 
of Columbia reported graduate counts 
for 2003-04 (see the table on Page 19 
for rates nationally and by state and for 
rank orders by state). The data were 
reported by state education agencies 
for high school graduates between the 
period of October 1 and September 30 
of each applicable school year.

Types of Dropout Data
According to NCES, the 

definitions of its indicators of school 
dropout and school completion include 
the following.

•	 Event dropout rate – the percentage 
of private and public high school 
students who left high school 
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.)

•	 Status dropout rate – the percentage 
of individuals in a given age range 
(i.e., 16-24, 16-18, 18-24) who are 
not in school and have not earned a 
high school diploma or equivalency, 
irrespective of when they dropped 
out. (This rate focuses on an overall 
age group or cohort rather than on 
individuals.)

On IDRA’s Web Site
 Read related IDRA Newsletter 

articles from 1996 to the present
 Access statistics, definitions, etc.
 Learn about Internet resources 
 Find extensive useful Internet links
 Use IDRA’s topical index to find 

Take a Field Trip!

www.idra.org
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•	 Status completion rate – the 
percentage of individuals in a given 
age range who are not in high school 
and who have earned a high school 
diploma or equivalency credential, 
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.)

•	 Averaged freshman graduation 
rate – 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.)

Averaged Freshman 
Graduation Rate

The averaged freshman gradu-
ation rate is calculated by dividing 
the number of graduates with regular 
diplomas by the size of the incoming 
freshman class four years earlier and 
expressed as a percentage. Aggregate 
student enrollment data and aggregate 
counts of the number of diplomas 
awarded are used to estimate the percent 
of students who graduate on time. Major 
findings include the following.
•	 About three-fourths of freshmen in 

the United States graduated from 
high school on time in the three years 
of data reported.

•	 The averaged freshman graduation 
rate in the United States increased 
from 72.6 percent in 2001-02 to 
73.9 percent in 2002-03 and to 75.0 
percent in 2003-04.

•	 For the class of 2001-02, the 
averaged freshman graduation rate 
of public schools ranged from a low 
of 57.9 percent in South Carolina to 
a high of 85.8 percent in New Jersey. 
Seventeen states and the District of 
Columbia had rates lower than the 
overall average of 72.6 percent: 
Alabama, Alaska, Delaware, District 
of Columbia, Florida, Georgia, 

Hawaii, Kentucky, Louisiana, 
Mississippi, Nevada, New Mexico, 
New York, North Carolina, Oregon, 
South Carolina, Tennessee and 
Washington. Nine states had rates 
of 80.0 percent or higher: Iowa, 
Minnesota, Nebraska, New Jersey, 
North Dakota, Pennsylvania, Utah, 
Vermont and Wisconsin. In 2001-
02, Texas ranked 30th among the 50 
states and the District of Columbia 
with a rate of 73.5 percent.

•	 For the class of 2002-03, the 
averaged freshman graduation rate 
of public schools ranged from a low 
of 59.6 percent in the District of 
Columbia to a high of 87.0 percent 
in New Jersey. Sixteen states and 
the District of Columbia had rates 
lower than the overall average of 
73.9 percent: Alabama, Alaska, 
Delaware, District of Columbia, 
Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, Kentucky, 
Louisiana, Mississippi, Nevada, 
New Mexico, New York, North 
Carolina, Oregon, South Carolina 
and Tennessee. Fourteen states 
had rates of 80.0 percent or higher: 
Connecticut, Idaho, Iowa, Minnesota, 
Montana, Nebraska, New Jersey, 
North Dakota, Pennsylvania, South 
Dakota, Utah, Vermont, Virginia 
and Wisconsin. In 2002-03, Texas 
ranked 30th among the 50 states and 
the District of Columbia with a rate 
of 75.5 percent.

•	 For the class of 2003-04, the averaged 
freshman graduation rate of public 
schools ranged from a low of 57.4 
percent in Nevada to a high of 87.6 
percent in Nebraska. Twenty states 
and the District of Columbia had 
rates lower than the overall average 
of 75.0 percent: Alabama, Alaska, 
Arizona, California, Delaware, 
District of Columbia, Florida, 
Georgia, Hawaii, Indiana, Kentucky, 
Louisiana, Michigan, Mississippi, 
Nevada, New Mexico, North 
Carolina, Oregon, South Carolina 
and Tennessee. Fifteen states had 
rates of 80.0 percent or higher: 

Connecticut, Idaho, Illinois, Iowa, 
Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, 
Nebraska, New Jersey, North 
Dakota, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South 
Dakota, Utah and Vermont. In 2003-
04, Texas ranked 26th among the 
48 reporting states and the District 
of Columbia with a rate of 76.7 
percent.

•	 From 2001-02 to 2003-04, 42 of the 
48 reporting states or jurisdictions 
had an increase in their averaged 
freshman graduation rates, and six 
experienced declines in rates.

The addition of the averaged 
freshman graduation rate will expand 
the picture of school holding power in 
the nation’s public schools. The four 
NCES rates (the event dropout rate, the 
status dropout rate, the status school 
completion rate, and the averaged 
freshman graduation rate) along with 
other traditional measures, such as the 
attrition rate and cohort dropout rates, 
provide unique information about 
high school dropouts, completers and 
graduates. Attrition rates measure the 
number of students lost from enrollment 
between two points in time (e.g., ninth 
grade and 12th grade enrollment). IDRA 
conducts an annual attrition study for 
the state of Texas (see Page 3). 

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.

Averaged Freshman – continued from Page 17

Resources
U.S. Department of Education, National Center 

for Education Statistics, Dropout Rates in 
the United States: 2002 and 2003 (June 
2006). 

U.S. Department of Education, National Center 
for Education Statistics, The Averaged 
Freshman Graduation Rate for Public 
High Schools From the Common Core of 
Data: School Years 2002-03 and 2003-04 
(July 2006).

Roy L. Johnson, M.S., is director of the IDRA 
Evaluation Research Division. Comments and 
questions may be directed to him via e-mail at 
comment@idra.org.
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State or Jurisdiction 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04
 Rate Rank Rate Rank Rate Rank

United States 72.6   73.9   75.0  
Alabama 62.1 46 64.7 43 65.0 45
Alaska 65.9 43 68.0 41 67.2 40
Arizona 74.7 26 75.9 25 66.8 32
Arkansas 74.8 25 76.6 21 76.8 25
California 72.7 33 74.1 32 73.9 31
Colorado 74.7 27 76.4 22 78.7 19
Connecticut 79.7 11 80.9 12 80.7 12
Delaware 69.5 39 73.0 36 72.9 34
District of Columbia 68.4 40 59.6 51 68.2 39
Florida 63.4 45 66.7 42 66.4 43
Georgia 61.1 48 60.8 49 61.2 47
Hawaii 72.1 25 71.3 39 72.6 35
Idaho 79.3 13 81.4 10 81.5 10
Illinois 77.1 18 75.9 26 80.3 15
Indiana 73.1 31 75.5 29 73.5 32
Iowa 84.1 4 85.3 4 85.8 4
Kansas 77.1 19 76.9 20 77.9 21
Kentucky 69.8 38 71.7 38 73.0 33
Louisiana 64.4 44 64.1 44 69.4 38
Maine 75.6 24 76.3 23 77.6 22
Maryland 79.7 12 79.2 15 79.5 16
Massachusetts 77.6 16 75.7 27 79.3 17
Michigan 72.9 32 74.0 33 72.5 36
Minnesota 83.9 5 84.8 6 84.7 6
Mississippi 61.2 47 62.7 47 62.7 46
Missouri 76.8 20 78.3 17 80.4 13
Montana 79.8 10 81.0 11 80.4 14
Nebraska 83.9 6 85.2 5 87.6 1
Nevada 71.9 26 72.3 37 57.4 49
New Hampshire 77.8 15 78.2 18 78.7 20
New Jersey 85.8 1 87.0 1 86.3 2
New Mexico 67.4 42 63.1 46 67.0 41
New York 60.5 49 60.9 48 NA NA
North Carolina 68.2 41 70.1 40 71.4 37
North Dakota 85.0 2 86.4 2 86.1 3
Ohio 77.5 17 79.0 16 81.3 11
Oklahoma 76.0 22 76.0 24 77.0 23
Oregon 71.0 27 73.7 35 74.2 30
Pennsylvania 80.2 9 81.7 9 82.2 9
Rhode Island 75.7 23 77.7 19 75.9 28
South Carolina 57.9 51 59.7 50 60.6 48
South Dakota 79.0 14 83.0 8 83.7 7
Tennessee 59.6 50 63.4 45 66.1 44
Texas 73.5 30 75.5 30 76.7 26
Utah 80.5 8 80.2 14 83.0 8
Vermont 82.0 7 83.6 7 85.4 5
Virginia 76.7 21 80.6 13 79.3 18
Washington 72.2 24 74.2 31 74.6 29
West Virginia 74.2 29 75.7 28 76.9 24
Wisconsin 84.8 3 85.8 3 NA NA
Wyoming 74.4 28 73.9 34 76.0 27

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, Dropout Rates in the United States: 2002 and 
2003 (June 2006), The Averaged Freshman Graduation Rate for Public High Schools From the Common Core of Data: School Years 2002-03 and 2003-04 (July 
2006).

Averaged Freshman Graduation Rates, 
By State, School Years 2001-02, 2002-03 and 2003-04



October 2006 IDRA Newsletter20

Student Connections – continued from Page 6

progress in the Coca-Cola Valued Youth 
Program. Students are evaluated by 
classroom teachers at both elementary 
and secondary campuses. Evaluations 
include field-based observations of, 
for example, how tutors interact with 
their tutees and how they follow their 
teacher’s directions in working with 
the students. 

Surveys are given to students, 
parents and teachers at the beginning 
of the year and at the end. Students 
complete journal entries, which are 
opportunities for reflection during the 
school year. Students’ demographic 
data, end of course grades, standardized 
test scores, absences and disciplinary 
referrals are collected at the beginning 
and end of the project year for all 
participants. IDRA’s evaluation is on 
a secured web site. 

Program Success
In the 2005-06 program year, the 

Coca-Cola Valued Youth Program was 
in 96 middle and elementary schools in 
the United States (Arizona, California, 
Florida, Michigan, Oregon and Texas) 
and the country of Brazil. For the period 
of 2003 to 2006, the overall dropout rate 
among tutors in the United States was 
0.8 percent. For the period of 2003 to 
2005, the overall dropout rate among 
tutors in Brazil was 2.5 percent. 

In 2005-06 nationally, there were 
2,104 students (526 tutors and 1,578 
tutees) in 53 schools in 13 school 
districts in 13 cities. In Brazil, there 
were 4,200 students (1,050 tutors and 
3,150 tutees) participating in 43 schools 
in 17 cities in eight states.

Starting a Program 
Participating districts and schools 

fund the program through district 
resources, such as Title I (Neglected 
and At-Risk Youth), Title III (Language 
Instruction for LEP Students), Title 
IV (Safe and Drug-Free Schools) and 
Title V (Innovative Programs) funds, 

as well as, forming a partnership with 
local businesses. In Texas, the high 
school allotment provided through 
Texas House Bill 1 for improving 
graduation rates and college readiness 
is a possible source. 

IDRA provides training, technical 
assistance, online evaluation and 
materials for the program. School 
districts and campuses interested in 
implementing the program should 
contact Linda Cantú, project coordinator 
at IDRA (210-444-1710 or contact@
idra.org). 

Resources
Blum, R.W., and H.P. Libbey. “School 

Connectedness – Strengthening Health 
and Education Outcomes for Teenagers,” 
Journal of School Health, Executive 
Summary (September 2004).

Civil Rights Project – Harvard University. 
“Confronting the Graduation Rate Crisis in 
California,” Executive Summary (March 
24, 2005).

Intercultural Development Research Association. 
Stemming the Tide of Dropouts: An Action 
Agenda for Arizona (Phoenix, Ariz.: Arizona 
Minority Education Policy Analysis Center, 
May 2002).

Five Instructional Strategies 
Tutoring Sessions
Tutors tutor a minimum of four hours a 
week for one class period a day.

Classes for Tutors 
Tutors meet with their secondary school 
teacher coordinator once a week.

Educational Field Trips 
Tutors go on at least two to three trips 
to explore career, economic and cultural 
opportunities.

Mentor and Role-Models 
Adults who are considered successful 
in their fields and who represent 
students’ ethnic background are invited 
to participate.

Student Recognition 
Students are acknowledged for the 
efforts and contributions they make 
as tutors.

Five Support Strategies
Curriculum
The objectives of the curricular 
framework are to improve students’ 
self-concept, tutoring skills and literary 
skills.

Coordination
Periodic meetings are held to coordinate 
all activities, facilitate communication 
among personnel and provide first-
hand information for monitoring the 
program.

Staff Enrichment
Training and technical assistance is 
provided to implementation team 
administrators and teachers. 

Parent Involvement
The program demonstrates to families 
that the school takes their children’s 
education seriously and values the 
families’ contributions.

Evaluation 
IDRA analyzes data and other 
information for each school to inform 
implementation of the program.

Coca-Cola Valued Youth Program 
Elements

For more information on the Coca-Cola Valued Youth Program, contact IDRA at 210-444-1710, 
contact@idra.org or visit us online at www.idra.org.

Linda Cantú, Ph.D., is an education associate in 
the IDRA Division of Professional Development 
and director of the Coca-Cola Valued Youth 
Program. Comments and questions may be 
directed to her via e-mail at comment@idra.
org.
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caring teachers who are paid well 
and are supported in their work, (2) 
consistent ways to partner with parents 
and engage the local communities to 
whom they account, (3) ways to really 
know students and have students know 
that they belong, and (4) high quality, 
enriched and accessible curriculum 
(Robledo Montecel, 2005). 

Schools and the communities to 
which they belong, need consistent, 
credible data sets that assess graduation 
data in relationship to quality teaching, 
parent-community engagement, 
student engagement and high quality 
curriculum. 

To respond to this need for 
actionable knowledge at the local 
level, IDRA’s Graduation Guaranteed/
Graduacion Garantizada initiative is 
piloting a web-based portal that can be 
used by community-school partners 
as they craft a shared vision; assess 
local needs and assets; identify proven 
practices that strengthen school holding 

power; develop ways to implement, 
monitor and evaluate local actions 
plans; and build inclusive enduring 
partnerships to sustain momentum 
and action.

Losing children, particularly poor 
and minority children, from our school 
systems before high school graduation 
has been and is today a defining feature 
of education in the United States. The 
feature and its assumption that fewer 
students will graduate than started in the 
ninth grade and even fewer children will 
graduate than started in kindergarten 
is built into teacher hiring practices, 
into ways in which schools deal with 
parents and communities, into whether 
and how schools connect with kids, and 
into curriculum decisions about which 
courses will be offered and to whom. 
Student attrition is built into facilities 
planning and funding decisions. It is 
time to change. 

Not too long ago, it seemed 
unreasonable to think that this country 
would have universal education through 

New Minimum – continued from Page 2 elementary school. It is now time that 
we make high school graduation and 
college readiness the new minimum. 
The economics of undereducation 
demand it. Our children deserve no 
less. 

Resources
Cárdenas, J.A., and M. del Refugio Robledo, 

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

Robledo Montecel. M. “From ‘Dropping Out’ 
to ‘Holding On’ – Seven Lessons from 
Texas,” IDRA Newsletter (San Antonio, 
Texas: Intercultural Development Research 
Association, April 2004).

Robledo Montecel, M. “A Quality Schools Action 
Framework: Framing Systems Change for 
Student Success,” IDRA Newsletter (San 
Antonio, Texas: Intercultural Development 
Research Association, November-December 
2005).

María “Cuca” Robledo Montecel, Ph.D., is 
the IDRA executive director. Comments and 
questions may be directed to her via e-mail at 
comment@idra.org.

Since 1986, Texas has 
lost more than 
2.5 million students.

This is the equivalent 
of losing Austin, Dallas 
and El Paso over the 
course of two decades. Austin

Dallas

El Paso

x
xx

Source: Intercultural Development Research Association.
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In August, IDRA worked with 2,805 
teachers, administrators, parents and 
higher education personnel through 
23 training and technical assistance 
activities and 134 program sites in 
11 states plus Brazil. Some topics 
included:
 Instructional Methods for 

Bilingual Paraprofessionals
 Food Service Personnel 

Supporting Literacy
	Science in the Spanish Bilingual 

Classroom
 Unlawful Harassment of 

Students in Education

Some participating agencies and 
school districts included:
	Kingsville Independent School 

District, Texas
	Mexican American Legal 

Defense and Educational Fund
 Office for Civil Rights 

For information on IDRA services for your school district or other group, contact IDRA at 210-444-1710.

Highlights of Recent IDRA Activities

Regularly, IDRA staff provides services 
to: 
  public school teachers
  parents
  administrators
  other decision makers in public 

education

Services include: 
  training and technical 

assistance
  evaluation
  serving as expert witnesses in 

policy settings and court cases
  publishing research and 

professional papers, books, 
videos and curricula

Activity Snapshot
As a result of assistance from the IDRA South Central Collaborative for 
Equity, the community-school task force of an Oklahoma school district 
created strategies to improve race relations among students. Before 
IDRA’s assistance, the district experienced racial tension and conflict that 
grew from reactions to increasing student diversity. The Office for Civil 
Rights cited the district for racial incidents and violations under Title VI 
of the Civil Rights Act. As a part of its settlement, the district worked 
with IDRA to address some of the problem areas. IDRA worked with a 
multicultural taskforce to monitor race relations throughout the district 
and provided staff development on topics concerning learning styles, 
embracing cultural differences in the classroom, and racial attitudes and 
perceptions. The taskforce and strategies have improved the district’s 
race relations. The IDRA SCCE is the equity assistance center that serves 
Arkansas, Louisiana, New Mexico, Oklahoma and Texas. 

Look Up Your County 
IDRA is providing dropout trend data at your 
fingertips.

Go to the IDRA web site 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.

http://www.idra.org/Research/Attrition/

XYZ County
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Guidelines for a School Holding Power Program Design 

Students who are most at risk of dropping out go through a gradual process of disengagement, 
isolationism and indifference that leads to a loss of self efficacy, self esteem and resiliency; history 
of academic underachievement; dysfunctional behaviors; and eventual physical exiting from the 
school environment. 

We are living in an extraordinary time of diversity and change in the midst of educational inequities. 
This context offers unique opportunities to value diversity and co-create reality that pushes our 
educational systems, families and communities to act in partnership to eliminate inequities.

A school with a high student dropout rate or a high attrition rate must make a concerted effort to 
reconfigure part or most of its structure and practices to ensure that it meets the following three 
goals: (1) strengthen relationships among students, school staff and families; (2) improve teaching 
and learning in every classroom every day; and (3) if necessary, reallocate budget, staff and 
time to achieve goals one and two that lead to increased student achievement and graduation rates. 
In addition, this reconfiguration must be embedded into any existing or proposed school reform 
effort. 

Quality Program Characteristics

• Keep students in school with a determined faculty that provides the support and 
opportunities for students to experience academic success.

• Develop persistence and self efficacy in an environment that values all students’ 
strengths and assets.

• Provide an authentic and engaging curriculum that prepares students for college 
and the workplace.

• Provide students opportunities to experience support and engage themselves in 
academic and extracurricular activities sponsored by the school.

• Involve parents in a collective effort to support students both in school and at 
home.

If you are interested in organizing a Graduation Guaranteed/Graduación Garantizada convening 
in your area or in setting up a local community-school action team, contact IDRA. Learn more 
about the Graduation Guaranteed initiative at: 

http://www.idra.org/School_Holding_Power/
By: Dr. Abelardo Villarreal, Director IDRA Division of Professional Development
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New!

Classnotes Podcast
IDRA

IDRA has launched a new podcast series designed to be a tool for public school teachers and 
administrators as well as to provide insights into key issues in education in the United States. 

Episode 1 is online now. In “Racial and Sexual Harassment – A School’s Legal 
Obligations,” Dr. Bradley Scott, Director of the IDRA South Central Collaborative for Equity, 
discusses types of racial and sexual harassment and what school leaders must be doing to 
prevent and deal with it.

Future topics include:
• Using the New High School Allotment in Texas
• Four Dimensions of IDRA’s Parent Engagement Model
• Serving Students Displaced by Katrina and Rita
• Successful Teaching Strategies for English Language Learners and Integration of 

Technology into the Classroom

www.idra.org/podcasts
What is a podcast? A podcast is an audio file that can de downloaded to your computer for listening immediately 
or at a later time. Podcasts may be listened to directly from your computer by downloading them onto an Mp3 
player (like an iPod) for listening at a later date. 

Free!


