Proposed Change to Graduation Rate Calculation
Background. The federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) requires states to report graduation rates every year and calls for annual improvements. It sets some general requirements for how states should measure graduation rates. For example, graduates must finish “with a regular diploma in the standard number of years.” The law does not, however, stipulate the specific calculation to be used, so states calculated graduation rates in their own, various ways and reported those rates to USDOE. Some states drew on information from comprehensive statewide student data systems to refine their calculations, while other states still were building these systems. Some states changed their rates after the first year or two of reporting under the new federal law; others did not. Consequently, the country had an incoherent reporting system that did not allow for national comparisons.

As a result, all 50 of the nation’s governors in 2005 signed a National Governors Association (NGA) compact, committing states to work toward using a common, cohort-based graduation rate and to develop the data systems needed to calculate the rate. The compact stemmed from a comprehensive report completed by the NGA that, among other things, recommended states develop a common method of calculating their graduation rates as a way to allow for comparisons and analyses of the data. One of the key provisions in the compact was that the new calculation should be a four-year, adjusted cohort graduation rate (meaning a rate that would measure the number and percentage of students who earned their diplomas no later than four years after starting the 9th grade). To calculate the adjusted cohort graduation rate, states would need to create a unique student identification system, which would assign students to a cohort and then follow them as they progressed through their high school years.

At the time the compact was signed, Ohio already had created a student identification system, and could assign students to a cohort group for the purpose of determining whether they graduated within four years. The State Board of Education approved incorporating the NGA adjusted cohort rate into the 2008 Local Report Cards. However, in early 2008, the USDOE decided to require all states (and not just the states that signed the NGA Compact) to move to a uniform, four-year, on-time graduation rate. With this information, the State Board agreed to delay implementation of the compact rate so as not to confuse the field with multiple changes over a short period of time in how the graduation rate was calculated. The USDOE issued its final guidance document in late 2008, which outlined how and when states must implement the new calculation. The compact rate and the federal rate are similar, but not identical and ODE now is working to implement the changes required in order to comply with the federal regulations. Our submission deadline with USDOE is January 15, 2010.

The chart on the next page helps to explain the evolution of changes to the graduation rate calculation.
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NCES - National Center for Educational Statistics
AFGR – Averaged Freshmen Graduation Rate

New Calculation. The federal regulations require states to report on their annual report cards the four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate, disaggregated by subgroups, at the school, district (or similar configuration) and state levels, beginning with the report cards that include 2010-11 school year test data. Since Ohio lags its graduation rate by one year to allow districts to include summer graduates in the calculation, the graduation rate reported on the 2011 report card will be the graduation rate for the graduating class of 2010.

The regulations also require that states:
1. Use the new calculation, disaggregated by subgroups, in making adequate yearly progress (AYP) determinations for schools, district (or similar configuration) and the state, beginning with the determinations that are based on 2011-12 school year assessment results (i.e., graduating Class of 2011); and
1. Set a goal and targets for high school graduation and incorporate the goal and targets into its AYP definition, beginning in 2009-2010.

The calculation itself is very simple. It is defined as the number of students who graduate in four years or less with a regular high school diploma divided by the number of students who form the adjusted cohort for the graduating class. The cohort represents students who are identified as first time 9th graders and is adjusted by:
1. Adding any students who transfer into the cohort either later in the 9th grade or sometime in any of the next three years; and
1. Subtracting any student who transfers out, emigrates to another country, or died during that same period.



The calculation can be represented as a simple ratio equation:

Number of cohort members who earn a regular high school 
diploma by the end of the 2009-2010 school year
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Number of first time ninth-graders in the fall 2006 (starting cohort),
+ students who transfer in
- students who transfer out, emigrate or die during school years 2006-2007, 2007-2008, 2008-2009 and 2009-2010

Ohio is required to submit to the USDOE a modification to its Accountability Workbook to: [A] include the four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate; and [B] identify a new goal and targets for this new rate.

Ohio will also be requesting approval to implement an extended year rate in its calculation of AYP. The extended year rate essentially is a five-year adjusted cohort graduation rate that will provide an additional opportunity for schools and districts to meet the minimum performance standards for federal and state accountability (five years vs. four years) for meeting graduation rate targets. 

The Committee will be asked to support a resolution of intent calling for the Ohio General Assembly to pass a joint resolution requesting a change to the graduation rate calculation (four-year cohort) and the graduation rate goals and targets for federal and state accountability purposes (five years). The adoption resolution will be contingent upon the USDOE’s approval of the proposed changes to Ohio’s Accountability Workbook.
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