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Promoting Power as an Indicator of High Schools with High Dropout and Low Graduation Rates

Currently there is no available direct and common measure of high school dropout or graduation

rates at the school level. Available federal measures can provide estimates at the state and district level only (Kaufman, 2001). Under NCLB, states are allowed to use different graduation measures, so it is not even possible to use common state level measures to identify which high schools have high dropout rates nationwide.

Fortunately, available federal data can be used to develop an indirect measure. The Common Core of Data (CCD) compiled by the federal government’s National Center for Education Statistics provides enrollment rates by grade for every public high school in the United States. We have used this to develop a measure we call promoting power, which compares the number of freshmen at a high school to the number of seniors four years later (or the number of tenth graders to seniors three years later in schools with a 10-12 grade span). Ideally, we would compare freshmen to the number of graduates four years later but currently the CCD does not provide data on the number of graduates at individual high schools. 

Using the ratio of freshmen to seniors four years later we argue does provide a reliable indicator of the extent to which a high school is succeeding in its core mission of graduating the students who enter its doors. The underlying assumption of the promoting power measure is that high schools in which the number of seniors closely approximates the number of freshmen four years earlier will have high graduation rates and low dropout rates because most students will have remained in school, been promoted in a timely fashion, and are on course to graduate. Conversely, a high school where there are half as many seniors as freshmen is likely to be a school where on-time graduation is not the norm. We make no claim that promoting power equals the graduation or dropout rate in the schools we identify. In the technical appendix we discuss several reasons why this will not be the case. We do believe, however, that the cumulative evidence on indirect measures of the graduation rate that use students enrollments, most notably the work of Christopher Swanson and John Warren, supports the efficacy and accuracy of using promoting power to identify high schools with high dropout and low graduation rates. 

Further details about the promoting power measure and its reliability as an indicator of graduation and dropout rates are detailed in the technical appendix of this report.

In our analysis of high schools across the country, we use two cut-points to identify those that have high dropout and low graduation rates. The first cut point is high schools in which there are 50% or fewer seniors than freshmen four years earlier.  We classify these high schools as those with the worst promoting power in the U.S. because in these schools students have less than a 50/50 chance of graduating on time, if at all. The second cut point we use is high schools in which there are 60% or fewer seniors than freshmen. We added this second cut point because analysis of the data revealed a large number of high schools with promoting power between 50% and 60%. We believe it is analytically useful to isolate the high schools with the worst promoting power but also identify all high schools in which graduation is likely not the norm. Identifying high schools with promoting power of 60% or less provides a good estimate of the number of high schools with severe dropout rates and thus can be used to locate the high schools which produce the majority of the nation’s dropouts. 

