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Executive Summary 
 

It seems that the nation has recognized the fact that its public high schools are not adequately preparing stu-

dents, particularly poor and minority students, for college, careers, and life in the twenty-first-century global 

economy. National leaders and the education policy community have embraced the idea that the education 

system must establish ―college and career readiness‖ as the goal for all students. There also has been wide-

spread acknowledgement that addressing the problems in low-performing high schools is necessary if that 

goal is to be met. As educators, leaders, and policymakers seek systemic solutions to stem the dropout crisis 

and prepare all students for college and careers, there is increasing recognition that more and better data is 

critical to both identifying the problems and addressing them. 

 

Through Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), federal policy currently uses Ade-

quate Yearly Progress to establish goals, measure school performance, guide intervention decisions, and 

measure progress. Unfortunately, AYP has been fundamentally flawed at the high school level because of 

weak and inconsistent definitions of proficiency and graduation rates that are not aligned to the goal of every 

student graduating ready for college and a career. Improving these ―bottom line‖ indicators—through the 

establishment of common graduation rate calculations and common college- and career-ready standards and 

assessments is a critical step in helping policymakers and education leaders hold the system accountable 

for the outcomes of every student and identify low-performing high schools. However, even flawless indica-

tors of graduation and college and career readiness are not sharp enough to discern the factors that contribute 

to schools‘ low performance, to guide the development of improvement strategies, or to measure interim 

progress along the way to success.  

 

As education stakeholders look ahead to ESEA reauthorization, there is near-universal consensus that the 

current federal accountability and school improvement systems need to be reinvented, infused with more and 

better data, and tailored to meet the individual needs of schools and students. In many ways, the current law 

whet the nation‘s appetite for education data by requiring the reporting of annual test information, and doing 

so at the subgroup level. Now, educators, policymakers, and the public are eager for indicators that both bet-

ter reflect the national goal of graduating all students ready for college and careers and help educators plan 

and implement strategies for getting them there.  

 

Fortunately, a number of high school performance indicators have emerged as being predictive of high 

school graduation and college and career readiness. Those factors include attendance, course success, on-

track-to-graduation status, course-taking patterns, success on college- and career-ready assessments, postse-
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condary success rates, and school climate. This brief describes the research behind those indicators, mea-

surement options and challenges, and current use across the nation.  

 

Given the demand for data-driven, innovative, systemic reform that leads to college and career readiness for 

all students, federal policymakers should embrace the opportunity to leverage the use of multiple, actionable 

high school performance indicators. Specifically, federal policymakers should 

 

 establish graduation and college and career readiness as the goal for all students and high schools; 

 improve national indicators for measuring college- and career-ready graduation; 

 reinvent accountability and school improvement to include multiple high school performance indicators;  

 invest in state and local systems to collect, analyze, and communicate data, including high school perfor-

mance indicators;  

 build the capacity of educators and education leaders to use high school performance indicators; and 

 invest in research activities to inform the use of various high school performance indicators.  

 

Rethinking the Federal Approach to High School Performance Indicators 
 

Flaws in current indicators and their use 

 

The most recent ESEA reauthorization, known as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), articulated the goal 

of ensuring that all students be proficient in reading and math by 2014 and required each state to set annual 

progress targets termed Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) toward that goal. Every public school is eva-

luated annually to see if it has met AYP; for high schools, AYP is generally defined as moderate improve-

ments in test scores (overall and for each student subgroup), and a minimal increase in overall graduation 

rates. Schools that receive federal funding through the federal Title I program and do not meet AYP for two 

years in a row are subject to a series of federally mandated interventions.  

 

Although AYP is intended to serve as an actionable measure of how well schools are educating their stu-

dents, it is not an effective tool for doing so at the high school level. High school proficiency is gauged by 

performance on state tests aligned to state standards that often measure basic skills, not students‘ preparation 

for college and the workforce, and the standards vary significantly across states. The rules for determining 

AYP to date have not included a consistent method for calculating graduation rates, considerations for the 

graduation rates of student subgroups, or require-

ments to increase graduation rates meaningfully over 

time. These flaws undermine AYP as an effective 

tool for measuring high school performance and help-

ing to identify high schools that need improvement 

and support.  

 

In an ideal world, a high school diploma from any 

high school in the nation would be a valid and reli-

able certification that a student was ready for college, 

work, and life in the twenty-first-century global 

economy. Even then, an AYP measure based on high 

school graduation rates would serve as too blunt an 

instrument for determining the interventions that will 

lead to school improvement, because low test scores 

or poor graduation rates are symptoms of poor high 

Efforts to Improve Current Measures 

Indicators of college- and career-ready graduation are critical to making 
every student’s outcomes visible and holding schools accountable for 
those outcomes. There is promising action by national leaders to improve 
these indicators.  

College and career readiness: State leaders recently launched a colla-
borative effort to develop a common set of standards and assessments 
that will be aligned to college and career readiness. However, it may be 
several years before this work results in widespread usage of these as-
sessments for accountability and school improvement purposes.  

Graduation rates: The U.S. Department of Education (ED) recently 
released new regulations that require a commonly defined graduation 
rate and will change the role that graduation rates play in AYP determina-
tions. However, it remains to be seen how these regulations will be im-
plemented by the new administration and the states. For more informa-
tion, see Every Student Counts: The Role of Federal Policy in Improving 
Graduation Rate Accountability. 
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school performance, not the problem itself. Yet regardless of a low-performing school‘s cause of failure, the 

depth or breadth of challenges in the school, or the solutions that might work, all schools currently imple-

ment the same consequences in the same sequence based solely on how many years they have failed to make 

AYP.  

 

A new approach to indicators as part of accountability and school improvement  

 

In rethinking the federal approach to high school accountability and school improvement, the Alliance for 

Excellent Education has embraced a strategy that would recognize the value of one bright-line indicator of 

school performance—AYP, with improved indicators of graduation and college and career readiness—but 

also recognize the indicator‘s limitations in conveying a fuller picture of the progress and challenges that 

students within a school are making. That fuller picture of student and school performance—one that takes 

more advantage of the myriad data available—is what should be used to more clearly describe the challenges 

schools face, drive school improvement efforts, and recognize progress toward established goals. This three-

part approach would work by: 

 

 Establishing a college- and career-ready “check engine light”: It is useful to have a common indicator of 

high school performance that could serve as a kind of check engine light to indicate whether high schools are 

meeting their ultimate goal of graduating every student prepared for college, careers, and life in the twenty-

first century. For AYP or its successor to truly serve this purpose, it would need to be based on meaningful, 

common measures of graduation and college and career readiness. This requires commonly calculated, ac-

curate graduation rates and high-quality assessments, based on common standards that measure college and 

career readiness. It also requires provisions that hold schools accountable for the outcomes of every student.  

 

 Using multiple indicators to support diagnostic and school improvement purposes: Additional data about 

school performance can help guide decisionmaking about school improvement that will help schools progress 

toward improved rates of graduation and college and career readiness. To put this into operation, states would 

collaborate with district leaders to define a set of high school performance indicators with corresponding 

annual progress goals.  

 

 Districts would work with school leaders to use this information to differentiate among low-performing high 

schools and to guide educators and education leaders in designing and implementing strategies to address low-

performing schools, including closing and replacing schools.  

 

 Using annual progress goals on multiple indicators to drive reform: Measuring annual improvements on 

both the ultimate indicators of graduation and college and career readiness and the other high school perfor-

mance indicators would better illustrate high schools‘ progress, trigger incentives or improvement actions, and 

inform decisionmaking. As part of the accountability and school improvement system, schools would be ana-

lyzed to see if they made progress goals on AYP and school performance indicators. A school would continue 

to be considered low performing if had not met its ultimate goals as measured through AYP. However, by 

making progress on the other school performance indicators, a school would demonstrate that its current im-

provement strategies were positively influencing progress in the school, and were more than likely to lead to 

improved test scores and graduation rates. These signs of success would motivate school staff and students to 

continue their hard work, and guard schools from being subjected to a new improvement plan. 

 



4 

This approach of embedding additional high school performance indicators into the high school ac-

ty and school improvement system serves a range of positive purposes. First, data can be powerful, serving 

as both a flashlight and a motivator. Identifying certain indicators as important enough to be defined, 

ured, and reported publicly raises their visibility 

and focuses attention on improving them. If the 

high school performance indicators correlate to 

improved rates of graduation and college and 

reer readiness—as they should—federal policy of-

fers a powerful lever to focus on them.   

 

Second as is the case in most other industries and 

sectors, including medicine, business, and econom-

ics using multiple indicators paints a fuller pic-

ture and can therefore drive more informed deci-

sionmaking from the classroom to state capitols to 

Congress. It is important to note that there is no 

single ―right‖ mix of performance indicators, and 

no performance indicator is perfect. As noted by 

Education Sector‘s Kevin Carey, there is a ―need 

to use multiple measures when evaluating schools, 

so the flaws of a single measure don‘t skew the 

overall picture of school performance.‖1  

 

Lastly, improvement on high school performance 

indicators is measurable progress that should be 

celebrated. While test scores and graduation rates 

may take longer to improve, effective school 

provement efforts should lead to fairly immediate 

increases in some of the high school performance 

indicators that are linked to graduation and college 

and career readiness. One of the lessons learned 

from school reform is that ―demonstrating quick 

wins‖2 is critical to long-term success. Progress on 

school performance indicators can serve internally 

as motivation to school staff and students to con-

tinue hard work, and externally as a signal to lead-

ers, the community, and policymakers that current 

efforts are working.  

 

 

 

 

The “Multiple Measures” Debate 

Over the last few years, as policymakers, education leaders, and advocates 
have developed recommendations on how to improve the accountability and 
school improvement process through the use of additional indicators, two 
general theories have emerged. To generalize, on one hand there was an 
interest in preserving the prominent role that test scores play in the system, 
particularly in holding schools accountable for the education of poor and 
minority students. There was a belief that getting all students to proficiency 
in reading and math was the ultimate goal, and that state tests were the 
most reliable current measures and were least subject to weak and inconsis-
tent policies, such as graduation requirements, course quality, and grading 
policies. This approach emphasizes the role of those bottom-line indicators 
in accountability.  

On the other hand, there was an interest in altering AYP to include multiple 
measures of student performance, school performance, or school progress. 
(These terms are clarified below.) There was a belief that tests, particularly 
the tests that are promulgated by NCLB, are not the best measurements of 
student and school performance, and that the focus on such tests has re-
sulted in a number of unintended consequences—such as a narrowing of the 
curriculum or the pushing out of low-performing students—that are harmful to 
students, particularly poor, minority, and low-performing students. This ap-
proach emphasizes the role of this data in guiding school improvement ef-
forts. As part of these discussions, the phrase ―multiple measures‖ is often 
used interchangeably to describe very different ideas. A set of terms is of-
fered below to distinguish between them. 

 Multiple measures of student performance: To measure students’ mastery 
of skills and content, NCLB currently relies on state-administered, large-
scale summative assessments that traditionally rely on multiple-choice 
item types. Multiple measures of student performance refers to the use of 
alternative methods to measure student performance and mastery of skills 
and content, such as writing samples, research projects, investigations, 
portfolios, and performance-based assessments.  

 Multiple measures (or indicators) of school performance: To evaluate high 
schools’ performance, NCLB relies on Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), a 
measure based on graduation rates and the percent of students scoring 
proficient in mathematics and reading. Multiple measures of school per-
formance refers to the use of additional indicators (e.g., course comple-
tion rates, attendance rates, credit accumulation rates) to evaluate school 
performance. This brief is focused on the issue of multiple indicators of 
school performance. 

 Multiple measures of school progress: To evaluate high schools’ progress 
in improving their performance, NCLB initially required all states to use a 
―status‖ accountability model. Using ―100 percent of students proficient in 
2014‖ as the end goal, states were required to set statewide annual 
benchmarks toward that goal (such as 72 percent proficient in 2009, 76 
percent proficient in 2010, and so on). Schools are evaluated to see if 
they have met that annual benchmark, regardless of their previous year’s 
performance. Multiple measures of school progress refers to the various 
ways that progress can be measured, such as through ―growth‖ or ―value-
added‖ models that ascertain the progress a school makes from year to 
year. ED has recently approved a few states to pilot such accountability 
models, but the vast majority of states are not involved, and no state is 
currently using an alternative progress model at the high school level. 
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High School Performance Indicators 
 

The approach described in the previous pages should rely only on high school performance indicators that 

emerge from an evidence base linking them to the outcomes the nation cares about most: graduation from 

high school, and college and career readiness. These indicators should be measured in a way that is valid and 

reliable and, if possible, consistent across districts and states. In addition, they should be actionable at the 

school level, meaning that school leaders, teachers, and staff can use them to make changes that will have a 

demonstrable impact on student outcomes. The policies that leverage the use of these indicators should en-

sure three things: that school performance indicators are defined clearly and transparently; that they are re-

ported publicly in ways that are easy for the public including parents, policymakers, and researchers to 

access, understand, and use; and that they are disaggregated by student subgroup.  

 

Fortunately, a number of high school performance indicators have surfaced as being predictive of high 

school graduation and college and career readiness. They include attendance, course success, on-track-to-

graduation status, course-taking patterns, success on college- and career-ready assessments, postsecondary 

success rates, and school climate.  

 

The following pages describe the research behind those indicators, as well as their measurement options and 

challenges, and current efforts by states and districts to use them. As noted previously, all indicators have 

strengths and weaknesses that should be taken into consideration when policymakers and education leaders 

decide to use them. 

 

INDICATORS: On Track to High School Graduation Status 

 

Research demonstrates that several academic factors—such as attendance, course success, and credit accu-

mulation—are good predictors of eventual high school graduation. By measuring and keeping track of this 

information, educators can intervene with students who are struggling and prevent students from falling off 

High School Performance Indicators Should Not Be Based on Student Population or Resources 

Many indicators can and should be used by professionals at all levels in the education system for decisionmaking. However, not all indicators are appropriate for 
measuring high school performance, including those indicators that measure the socioeconomic makeup of a school or its available resources. Such indicators have 

too often been used as excuses for establishing low expectations for student and educators or accepting chronic low performance excuses that need to be aban-
doned.  

Socioeconomic indicators: Indicators that describe the socioeconomic makeup of a school should not be used to measure high school performance. There are a 
number of reasons for this. First, schools cannot change these factors. Second, the goal of public schools is to be successful with all students regardless of, or even 
in spite of, such characteristics. Third, research and best practice demonstrate that well-designed schools with effective educators can successfully educate even 
high-challenge student populations. Fourth, research indicates that academic factors are far more predictive of students’ success. Lastly, despite decades of reliance 
on such socioeconomic indicators to set expectations, target resources, and make decisions, poor and minority students, particularly at the high school level, contin-
ue to receive an inferior education and suffer the most from the dropout crisis.  

This should not be misinterpreted to undermine the importance of reporting all school performance indicators at the subgroup level. One of the most positive conse-
quences of the current ESEA is the required reporting of test score data at the student subgroup level. This data has highlighted the inequities that penetrate our 
schools and revealed that some schools that perform well or fine on average are not succeeding with poor and minority students. Revealing, understanding, and 
acting upon these gaps is useful and powerful for multiple accountability and school improvement purposes. As noted in the text below, all performance indicators 
should be reported at the subgroup level. This is also not to be misunderstood as a statement against using student population information to contextualize perfor-
mance information. Many states and districts take socioeconomic, disability, or ELL status data into account when they weigh indicators in a multiple-indicators ac-
countability system. These issues are discussed more on page 15. 

Resource equity indicators: Similarly, indicators that describe resources available in a school should not be used to measure high school performance. There is no 
question that low-performing high schools are often characterized by fewer resources, that resource allocation data should be made public, and that state and local 
policies must be changed to address these inequities. In fact, many advocates have called for federal policies that would hold states and districts accountable for the 
equitable distribution of resources that provide students with the opportunity to learn. However, for the most part, educators in a school building do not have control 

over these issues, and the reality is that the nation demands that all schools be successful with what they have which includes the students they enroll, the educa-
tors they are assigned, and the resources they are provided.  
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track to graduation. When amassed at the school level, this information can be used to understand the nature 

of academic problems in low-graduation high schools, unearth systemic weaknesses, and guide education 

leaders‘ efforts to address them head on.  

 

Attendance  

 

Excused or not, absence from school or classes hampers a student‘s opportunity to learn. Not surprisingly, 

absenteeism, cutting classes, and truancy all have been found to be highly correlated with dropping out.3 In 

fact, findings from a national longitudinal survey demonstrated that students who had high absenteeism, cut 

classes at least once a week, or were tardy ten or more times in a single month were more than six times as 

likely as their peers to drop out.4 Recent research in Chicago found that nearly 90 percent of freshmen who 

missed less than a week of school per semester graduated, regardless of their academic history.5 Similarly, 

Los Angeles students who were absent for more than ten days in a single school year were half as likely as 

their peers to graduate.6 In addition, dropouts themselves acknowledge the importance of attendance: in a 

recent survey of those who chose to leave school without attaining a diploma, missing too many days of 

school and having trouble catching up was the second most reported reason for dropping out.7  

 

At the school level, widespread attendance problems con-

tribute to low performance and graduation rates. An 

analysis of national data found that schools with higher 

attendance rates had lower dropout rates.8 This relation-

ship is illustrated in the diagram to the right, which charts 

the attendance rates and four-year graduation rates for 

New York City‘s high schools.9 Attendance data can be 

used at the school level to guide both preventive and res-

ponsive strategies to low attendance at the student and 

school levels. One study that surveyed strategies for in-

creasing attendance described them as falling into four 

overlapping categories: sound and reasonable attendance 

policies with consequences for missing school; early in-

terventions; targeted interventions for students with 

chronic attendance problems; and strategies to increase 

engagement and personalization with students and fami-

lies that can affect attendance rates.10  

 

Education officials have a long history of collecting some form of attendance data for operational and fiscal 

management purposes.11 Forty states now collect student-level attendance data through their statewide data 

systems, though the frequency of collection varies significantly, from daily to once annually.12 There are 

well-documented challenges to ensuring the quality of attendance data, including inconsistent coding poli-

cies, implementation of policies by staff entering data, and technology capabilities. However, ED‘s National 

Forum on Education Statistics has recently published a best-practice guide on this issue, with the goal of im-

proving the standardization of student attendance data collection.13 

 

Attendance data can be used to produce a variety of indicators that have value for different purposes. 

Enrollment or ―membership‖ indicators help education officials understand how many students schools are 

serving for operational, fiscal, and other reasons. Truancy indicators quantify unexcused absences based on 

local definitions of those absences, often focus on chronic or habitual behavior, and are calculated differently 

across districts and states.14 As part of the Safe and Drug-Free School program, NCLB actually requires state 

Source: Analysis of 2007–08 Progress Report Results for High Schools.  

Note: The attendance rate is calculated by taking the total number of days attended by all 
students and dividing it by the total number of days on the school’s register for all students. 
The four-year graduation rate is defined as the percent of the cohort that graduated with a 
Regents or local diploma within four years. 
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education agencies to report truancy rates for every school, though these rates are not currently shared pub-

licly.  

 

Attendance indicators quantify absences. There are a number of attendance indicators that can be aggregated 

to the school level for school improvement purposes, including the average daily attendance or the percent of 

students missing a certain number of days of school. Many states and districts report school-level attendance 

rates and incorporate them into their accountability and school improvement systems. 

 

Course successa 

 
In most cases, high graduation requirements are based on a series of course requirements. Success in these courses 

is usually articulated through grades and passing the course, which eventually translates into a student‘s grade 

point average (GPA) and credit accumulation, all of which correlate with graduation. 

 

 Grades: As part of the Consortium on Chicago School Research‘s (CCSR) extensive research on Chicago 

Public Schools‘ student outcomes, grades and course success were found to be the best single predictor of 

graduation, test score improvement, and college graduation.
15

 In fact, once students‘ freshman-year grades are 

known, other background information, including test scores, does not improve the predictability of graduation. 

Freshman with less than a C average were more likely to drop out than to graduate.
16

  

 Course failures: Another way to look at course success is by the number of course failures. The CCSR re-

search found that once students had failed six semester courses (that is, three full-year courses), they were so 

unlikely to graduate that additional failures only modestly decreased the probability of graduating. Moreover, 

it was found that few students struggle in a single course and perform well in the rest; rather, failure in even 

one semester course is generally a sign of overall trouble.
17

 Similarly, in Los Angeles, less than 65 percent of 

students who failed a single high school course eventually graduated; only 35 percent of students who did not 

pass algebra 1 by the end of their freshman year of high school eventually graduated. Schoolwide data on 

course failures demonstrated that the most troubled schools had even higher rates of failure.
18

  

 Credit accumulation: As students fall further behind in course completion, they lack the number of credits to 

be promoted to the next grade, are required to repeat classes and grades, and become older than their classroom 

peers, all of which makes them more likely to drop out. National data corroborates that credit accumulation is a 

strong predictor of graduation. Within each academic year, eventual dropouts earned fewer credits than even-

tual graduates, particularly in English, mathematics, and science courses. Credit accumulation is a particular 

problem for black and Hispanic dropouts, who were further behind their graduating peers than were white dro-

pouts.
19

 The impact of falling behind on credits is particularly pronounced in New York City, where 93 percent 

of eventual dropouts were over-age and undercredited, meaning they were at least two years behind the level 

of credit accumulation expected for their age.
20

 

 

States are increasingly collecting the course data necessary to calculate these indicators at the student level, 

including enrollment by course (twenty-seven states), completion status (i.e., pass or fail) (fifteen states), and 

grade received (sixteen states). In addition, a handful of states and districts incorporate this information into 

accountability and improvement systems. 
 

Promotion rates 

 

Typically, students must earn a sufficient number of credits toward graduation in order to be promoted from 

one grade to another, such as from ninth to tenth grade. The rate of promotion in a school describes how well 

schools are succeeding in moving students toward graduation. Research shows that most students fall off 

                                                 
a The challenges inherent in course-based indicators are described on page 12. 
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track in ninth grade, and it is hard for them to recover once they do. Therefore, promotion rates also indicate 

how well a school is succeeding with students in the critical ninth-grade year. 

 

In recent years, researchers from Johns Hopkins University used data from federal databases to calculate the 

―promoting power‖ of high schools by comparing the number of seniors in school to the number of freshmen 

three years earlier. High schools with low promoting power have many more freshmen than se-

niors meaning that a large number of students are not accumulating credits, not being promoted to the next 

grade, and, ultimately, are dropping out. Using this data, the researchers established that high schools with a 

promoting power of less than 60 percent meaning there are consistently 60 percent fewer seniors than 

freshman are schools in which graduation is not the norm; they have labeled these schools ―dropout facto-

ries.‖21 According to their analyses, the roughly two thousand schools that fit this description represent little 

more than 10 percent of the nation‘s high schools but produce half the nation‘s dropouts.22  

 

Composite indicators of “on track to graduation” 

 

When analyzed in combination, these various academic characteristics can provide even stronger indications 

of which students are at risk of becoming dropouts.  

 Three out of four students who ultimately dropped out of Philadelphia schools had either a failing grade in 

math or English or attendance rates below 80 percent in the eighth grade.
23

 

 Seventy-five percent of the dropouts from the Boston Public Schools‘ Class of 2004 fit into one of four distinct 

categories: 1) students with multiple ninth-grade course failures; 2) students with one or more eighth-grade 

risk factors (attendance below 80 percent, two or more years over age, or failure in multiple core courses); 3) 

late-entrance English language learners; or 4) special education students taught in ―substantially separate‖ 

classrooms.
24

  

 Chicago Public Schools‘ eventual graduates and dropouts were accurately identified 80 percent of the time 

using an ―on-track‖ indicator based on the number of credits earned and the number of failures in core courses 

by the end of the ninth grade.
25

 On-track students are four times as likely to graduate in four years as students 

who have fallen ―off track.‖ Moreover, a school‘s rate of on-track students is not simply a reflection of the in-

coming student population: research shows the rate of on-track students is more likely to be more positively 

influenced by reforms at the high school than by changes in the preparedness of incoming students.
26

 

 
There is growing recognition by education leaders and policymakers that these indicators are valuable for 

multiple purposes. As described in Using Early-Warning Data to Improve Graduation Rates: Closing 

Cracks in the Education System,27 a number of states, cities, and districts across the country are using these 

indicators to develop data-based, early-warning indicator and response systems. As education and policy 

leaders have taken responsibility for addressing the dropout crisis in their communities, they have turned to 

these indicators as tools for identifying and addressing the academic factors contributing to the problem.  

 

INDICATORS: College and Career Readiness 
 

As the nation embraces the new goal of college and career readiness for all students, there is increasing inter-

est in measuring students‘ postsecondary readiness before they leave the public school system. Doing so pro-

vides powerful information to stakeholders at all levels of the system. For example, states and districts can 

help establish college and career readiness as the goal for all educators and students, improve policies, and 

better align K–12 and postsecondary expectations. At the school level, postsecondary readiness measures can 

help paint a picture of how well a school is preparing its students for the academic demands of postsecondary  
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education. Educators and leaders can use this information to inform schoolwide practices, by addressing 

course-taking patterns, improving instruction (such as through curricular mapping or professional develop-

ment), or identifying which students are prepared and which might need additional support. At the student 

level, postsecondary-readiness measures can help students and their parents understand whether they are on 

track to meet their goals 

 

Many researchers and advocates generally de-

fine college readiness as ―the level of prepara-

tion a student needs in order to enroll and suc-

ceed—without remediation—in a credit-

bearing general education course at a postse-

condary institution that offers a baccalaureate 

degree or transfer to a baccalaureate pro-

gram.‖31 Work- or career-readiness definitions 

tend to include both the qualities and habits 

that characterize effective employees as well as 

general and basic academic skills.32 In the last 

few years, the documented convergence be-

tween the expectations of employers and col-

leges33 has led to the merging of these concepts 

and efforts to develop tools that measure both.  

 

The EPE Research Center identified four major 

approaches used by states to define college or 

work readiness: courses, skills, standards, and 

tests. As of 2009, thirty states had completed 

definitions of either college or career readi-

ness: twenty had defined college readiness, 

most commonly through a combination of courses and standards, and twenty-eight had defined work readi-

ness, most commonly through standards.34  

 

Career- and postsecondary-readiness tests 

 

Postsecondary education institutions have long used assessments as tools for measuring prospective students‘ 

college readiness, including national admission tests like the ACT and the SAT and student scores on exams 

tied to college-level coursework such as the Advanced Placement (AP) or International Baccalaureate exams.  

 

Research demonstrates a strong correlation between performance on these assessments and success in col-

lege. For example, ACT has established College Readiness Benchmarks—the minimum ACT test scores re-

quired for typical students at typical colleges to have a high probability of success in credit-bearing courses: 

English composition, social sciences courses, college algebra, or biology. Using data from ninety-eight insti-

tutions and ninety thousand students, ACT found that students who meet these benchmarks have a roughly 

50 percent chance of earning a B or better and approximately a 75 percent chance or better of earning a C or 

better in the corresponding college courses.35 ACT has established related benchmarks for the EXPLORE 

exam (eighth or ninth grade) and the PLAN assessment (tenth grade); using this data, students, parents, and 

educators can evaluate and improve students‘ college readiness throughout their secondary career. Similarly, 

AP exams are considered a valid measure of students‘ content mastery of college-level studies in specific 

academic disciplines. Research consistently shows that success on AP exams defined as a score of 3 out of 

5 or higher is predictive of college success and college graduation. For example, low-income students who 

Too Many Students Are Not College Ready 

As more students participate in college-ready assessment programs, there is more 
information about the college readiness of all students, not just college-bound 
students. Unfortunately, the data demonstrates that too many high school students 
are not college ready. 

AP: For example, from 2003 to 2008, the percent of high school graduates who 
took at least one AP exam during their high school career increased by 6 percen-
tage points. During the same period, the percent of high school graduates who 
scored a 3 or higher on an AP exam at some point during high school increased 3 
percentage points. However, only 60.9 percent of the students who took an AP 
exam scored a 3 or higher—a decrease of 4 percentage points. This means that 
two out of five students who took an AP exam did not reach college-ready levels.28  

ACT: These gaps are confirmed by ACT results: of the 1.2 million students who 
took the ACT, only 53 percent had college-ready reading skills, 43 percent met the 
benchmark in math, 28 percent met the benchmark in biology, and 68 met the 
benchmark in English composition. Only 22 percent of test takers were college 
ready in all four areas. This is consistent with the data from the four states where 
more than 90 percent of graduates were tested in 2008; in Colorado, Michigan, 
Illinois, and Mississippi, the percent of test takers that were college ready in all four 
areas hovered around 20 percent.29 

Algebra II: As described in the text, passing algebra II has been found to correlate 
highly with college success. In 2008, ninety thousand students took the ADP alge-
bra II end-of-course exam, and the average score was a mere 27 percent, with 
average scores ranging from 21 percent to 35 percent across the twelve states.30  
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passed at least one AP exam had a college graduation rate of 39 percentage points higher than low-income 

students who did not take any AP course or exam (46 percent versus 7 percent).36 As a result, more than 90 

percent of four-year colleges and universities in the United States grant students credit, placement, or both 

based on successful AP exam scores.37  

 

States are taking steps to measure the college readiness of all students not just college-bound students by 

embedding college-ready assessments in their statewide systems. One approach, used by four states (Geor-

gia, New York, Texas, and California), is to anchor state-developed high school assessments to college ex-

pectations. In these states, reaching a certain score on the state assessment signals college readiness that will 

be used by the state‘s postsecondary system for placement decisions. Alternatively, six states require all stu-

dents to take the ACT (Colorado, Illinois, Kentucky, Michigan, and Tennessee) or the SAT (Maine) as part 

of their state assessment system. An additional twenty-three states are developing or plan to develop assess-

ments to measure students‘ postsecondary readiness.38  

 

States are also increasing their capacity to collect and report information about students‘ performance on col-

lege-ready assessments. Twenty-nine states report that they collect, through their statewide longitudinal data 

system, individual students‘ SAT scores (fourteen states), ACT scores (twenty-one states), or AP exam 

scores (fifteen states), and an additional fourteen states have existing plans to do so.39 Fewer states publicly 

report this information at the school level (six currently, eight planning) or incorporate it into accountability 

systems through performance goals, incentives, or accountability formulas.40  

 

Such college- and career-ready assessment data could certainly be translated into school-level indicators, 

such as the percent of students reaching a career- and postsecondary-ready threshold on such assessments.  

 

Career- and postsecondary-ready coursework 

 

Research shows that high school coursework is a significant predictor of high school graduation and the 

greatest predictor of success in college, with a particularly strong influence on the likely achievement of poor 

and minority students.41 Data also consistently shows that students benefit from participating in more rigor-

ous courses regardless of their achievement in those courses.42 As demonstrated by the statistics below, these 

benefits are true of both students who participate in a full college- and career-prep course of study and stu-

dents who participate in critical gateway courses—algebra II, for example—that have a particularly strong 

correlation with success in high school and beyond. 

 

 Massachusetts students who participated in higher-level math courses have been shown to outperform their 

peers on all sections of their state‘s achievement test, not just in math.
43

  

 

 Los Angeles students who passed algebra I by their high school freshman year were far more likely to graduate 

from high school than their peers who did not (70 percent to 35 percent).
44

 

 

 Among 2008 ACT test takers, students who had completed their college-prep course sequence were more like-

ly than their peers who did not complete the core to meet the College Readiness Benchmark in math (50 per-

cent compared to 29 percent) and twice as likely to meet all four College Readiness Benchmarks (27 percent to 

14 percent).  

 

 Students who take four years of college-prep English and three years each of college-prep mathematics, 

science, and social studies are less likely to need remedial courses than students who do not take such a rigor-

ous curriculum.
45
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 Students who complete algebra II are twice as likely to earn a bachelor‘s degree than students who do not, and 

taking challenging math courses through at least algebra II reduces the gap in college-completion rates be-

tween African American and Latino students and their white peers by half.
46

 

 

 Students who earn a 3 or better on one or more Advanced Placement exams in the core content areas are more 

likely to graduate from college in five years or fewer compared to non-AP students, even after controlling for 

prior academic achievement and other demographics.
47

 

 

 Noncollege students who took algebra II or higher are far more likely to say they are prepared for the math 

they will face at work (68 percent).
48

  

 

For many students— particularly low-income and minority students—a rigorous college-prep curriculum is 

not even an option. According to the most recent national grade-cohort longitudinal study conducted by ED‘s 

National Center for Education Statistics, while 59 percent of white and 72 percent of highest-income twelfth 

graders attended high schools that offered calculus, less than half of African American, Hispanic, and lowest-

income students do.55 This inequitable distribution of rigorous coursework prematurely shuts the college 

access door on far too many students. As articulated by the author of that federal analysis, researcher Cliff 

Adelman, ―The task of providing quality secondary school curricula to everybody … the paths to the kind of 

learning challenges students will face in higher education, is enormous. If the promise of No Child Left Be-

hind is to be realized at the secondary school level, it is first and foremost through the equitable provision of 

opportunity-to-learn.‖56 

 

Despite the clear correlations between participation in rigorous courses and high school and postsecondary 

success, too few high school students are taking such courses. (See box below.) Lackluster participation in 

advanced coursework is due to a number of reasons. For decades, the traditional American high school has 

tracked students into ―college prep‖ and ―general 

education‖ pathways. Historically, students left out 

of the college-prep track did not have access to ad-

vanced or college-level coursework, and even if they 

did, most were not encouraged or motivated to par-

ticipate and succeed in these courses. Nationally, 

there are significant gaps in advanced course taking 

among student subgroups. Only 42 percent of black 

students, 34 percent of Hispanic students, and 33 

percent of the lowest-income students take an ad-

vanced mathematics course, compared to 54 percent 

of white students, 69 percent of Asian students, and 

72 percent of the highest-income students.57 

 

Increasing acknowledgment of the importance of a 

rigorous college-prep curriculum has led to multiple 

efforts by various stakeholders to define a college-

prep curriculum and increase students‘ access to it. 

To comply with the new federal Academic Competi-

tiveness Grants program, which provides need-based 

financial aid to undergraduates who completed a ri-

gorous high school curriculum, every state has estab-

lished an ED-approved rigorous secondary school 

program of study. While there is no data available on 

how many students have access to and complete 

Many Students Are Not Completing Coursework  
That Leads to College and Career Success 

Data from various federal and national sources and local studies demon-
strate that too many students are not completing a postsecondary-ready 
curriculum or gateway college-prep courses. 

 In 2008, 30 percent of the 1.4 million students who took the ACT did not 
complete the recommended college- and career-prep course,49 even 
though in many states, ACT test takers are self-selected, doing so to 
apply to college. 

 In 2005, more than 30 percent of graduates completed less than a 
standard curriculum (four credits of English and three credits each of 
social studies, mathematics, and science), and only 10 percent com-
pleted a rigorous curriculum (four credits of English and mathematics, 
including pre-calculus, and three credits each of social studies, foreign 
language, and science, including biology, chemistry, and physics).50  

 Only 25 percent of ninth graders in Los Angeles graduated with the 
completion of California’s A-G college curriculum, the sequence of 
courses articulated by the University of California as minimum eligibility 
requirements for admission.51  

 Nearly 45 percent of students who intend to go to college after high 
school have not taken the college-prep courses that will allow them to 
proceed to credit-bearing courses.‖52 

 Only 50 percent of high school graduates complete an advanced math 
course, beyond algebra II.53  

 In 2008, only 25 percent of U.S. high school students took an AP exam, 
with only 15.2 percent demonstrating mastery on at least one exam.54  
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these programs of study, a recent study from the Government Accountability Office found that limited stu-

dent access to the approved rigorous curricula and difficulty verifying students‘ completion of this curricula 

presented challenges in implementing the program.58 Additionally, the number of states requiring all students 

to complete a college- and career-ready curriculumb has increased, from two states in 2005 to twenty states in 

2009; another eight states report plans to do so.59 In fourteen of these states, parents can sign a waiver allow-

ing their children to opt out of the requirements.  

 

States are also increasing their capacity to collect and report information about students‘ completion of a col-

lege-ready curriculum. Currently, in sixteen states the SEA maintains data on the number of students com-

pleting the specific course sequence for a college-ready sequence of courses.60 Many states currently (eleven) 

or plan to (seventeen) report, at the school level, the percentage of students completing this curriculum and 

graduating with a college- and career-ready diploma.61  

 

Despite progress on collecting this data, few states are using it systemically; only a handful have incorpo-

rated it into accountability systems through performance goals, incentives, or accountability formulas.62  

 

Information about student access to, participation in, and success with college-prep coursework can be cap-

tured by a number of school-level indicators, such as the percent of students completing a full college-prep 

course of study; percentage of students receiving a college- and career-ready diploma; percentage of students 

completing gateway courses (such as algebra II); and percentage of students who attempt or pass an honors 

or advanced course.  

 

INDICATORS: Postsecondary Participation and Success 
 

An obvious way to measure a school‘s success in preparing students for college and careers is to observe the 

actual postsecondary participation and success of its students. There are numerous indicators of postsecon-

dary success, including postsecondary institution enrollment, persistence, remediation, and degree comple-

tion; employment; military enlistment; and earnings.  

 

Postsecondary participation and success information is gathered primarily in two ways: by surveying alumni 

or using data from postsecondary sources. For example, Kentucky requires every high school to conduct fol-

low-up surveys of students after the first semester in college as a basis for calculating the state‘s definition of 

the ―successful transition rate.‖67 While tracking the postsecondary outcomes of students is beyond the ca-

pacity of most schools, states can collect such data through statewide longitudinal data systems. Given the 

                                                 
b Achieve, Inc., through its American Diploma Project, defines the college- and career-ready standards as four years each of challenging mathematics, in-
cluding algebra II content, and grade-level English aligned with college- and career-ready standards. 

Acknowledging and Addressing the Challenges with Course Quality and Course Labels 

Despite evidence that schools are offering more higher-level courses, and students are enrolling in them and getting good grades,63 college remediation 
rates, lackluster employer surveys, and stagnant national trend data on twelfth-grade NAEP scores and college success rates demonstrate that too many 
students still graduate from high school without the skills necessary for success in college or the workplace. Multiple factors contribute to this discrepancy. 
The well-documented inconsistency in state standards and assessments leads to inconsistent (and low) expectations. Course labeling differs across states 
and districts, and, even within schools, classes with similar or identical course titles may vary significantly in substance, quality, academic intensity, and 
demand on students. Only twenty-nine states have a consistent statewide classification system for labeling courses.64 And efforts by policymakers and edu-
cation leaders to raise standards or graduation requirements are not usually accompanied by successful efforts to improve the instructional skills of educa-
tors teaching the more rigorous courses.  

As a result, course-based indicators—such as completion of college-prep curriculum or a particular gateway course—are imperfect, in that they can demon-
strate only which courses students have completed, not the content of those courses,65 and few real measures of course quality currently exist.66 Addressing 
these tensions requires action in three areas: 1) continued efforts to increase students’ access to and participation in college-ready coursework; 2) collabora-
tion among multiple stakeholders to improve the ―truth in labeling‖ in course content through the improvement of standards, curriculum, grading policies, and 
standards of professional practice; and 3) strategies to improve educators’ instruction skills and provide ongoing curricular and instructional support. 
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growing interest in long-term student outcome data, many states are in the process of improving their ability 

to track students over time and conduct such analyses. For example, twenty-six states currently or plan to 

publicly report college remediation rates at the school level; however, less than a handful currently incorpo-

rate these into accountability systems through performance goals, incentives, or accountability formulas.68  

 

As of 2008, twenty states were providing postsecondary feedback reports on high schools, including infor-

mation about each high school graduate‘s participation in postsecondary education.69 States‘ strategies for 

implementing postsecondary feedback reports—including how they collect data, produce the indicators, and 

report the information—vary significantly. For example, while most states include enrollment and remedia-

tion data in their feedback reports, only a handful report persistence rates and first-year grade point average, 

and even fewer provide data on degree completion or participation in the workforce.70  

 

Some states have expanded the scope of the feedback reports beyond postsecondary and workforce participa-

tion. The Florida Department of Education, for example, annually reports for each public high school the 

number and percentage of graduates who have continued their education (through enrollment in district post-

secondary institutions, state universities, private colleges or universities, or community colleges); are em-

ployed in the state, in federal military and civilian employment; receive TANF funds or food stamps; and are 

incarcerated or placed under community supervision. The department also reports graduates‘ earnings data.71  

 

Systemic approaches for supporting the use of this data—beyond transparent reporting—are still emerging: 

only three states (Alaska, Florida, and Texas) require local officials to use this feedback data to inform the 

implementation of strategies to inform secondary school and district improvement planning.72  

  

Current efforts are limited by the availability of data from various postsecondary stakeholders, such as insti-

tutions of higher education and workforce agencies. For example, only twenty-eight states currently have the 

ability to match student-level P–12 and higher education data,73 though forty states can track individual stu-

dents enrolled in public universities.74 At least twelve states report efforts to integrate postsecondary data 

into their statewide data system,75 and many states plan to use their new federal statewide longitudinal data 

system grant to improve data sharing with the postsecondary education or workforce data systems.76  

 

There is likely to be progress made in this area soon: the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 

set as a requirement for some state funding that states establish a longitudinal data system with the ability to 

―provide information regarding the extent to which students transition successfully from secondary school to 

postsecondary education, including whether students enroll in remedial coursework.‖77 It remains to be seen 

how ED and the states will implement this provision.  

 

Additionally, in most states college participation information is limited to the public institutions of higher 

education within the state. Yet the previously mentioned federal longitudinal study found that roughly 25 

percent of undergraduates (and one in three African American undergraduates) began their postsecondary 

education in a different state than the state in which they graduated from high school.78 In combination with 

the fact that many students attend private institutions of higher education, this means that the feedback re-

ports paint an incomplete picture of high school students‘ postsecondary participation. Given the increasing 

degree of student mobility at all stages of their academic careers, there is growing interest from state and na-

tional policymakers and advocates in improving the ability to link students‘ data across states. There are oth-

er limitations to using college-success indicators at the high school level. For example, requirements for re-

mediation vary across institutions. In addition, some observers will point out that several factors outside the 

control of the high school affect postsecondary education participation and success, such as financial restric-

tions and the quality of education provided at postsecondary institutions.79  
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INDICATORS: School Climate 

There is increasing interest in the use of additional indicators that reveal characteristics at the school level that are not drawn from student performance 
data. Common sense and daily experience indicate that the environment in which one operates influences an individual’s ability and willingness to en-
gage, perform, and succeed. In education, school cli-
mate—sometimes termed school culture or school envi-
ronment—has an important impact on educators’ and stu-
dents’ behaviors, and therefore student teaching, learning, 
and student outcomes. The Center for Social and Emo-
tional Education (CSEE) describes school climate as ―the 
quality and character of school life … based on patterns of 
students', parents' and school personnel's experience of 
school life and reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal 
relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organi-
zational structures.‖80 

Research indicates that a positive school climate is an 
essential element of successful schools,81 particularly in 
―beat-the-odds‖ high schools where researchers identify 
factors such as ―culture‖82 or ―personalized and orderly 
learning environment.‖83 A growing body of research de-
monstrates the relationship between a positive school 
climate and academic outcomes (on-time progression 
through grades, higher grades, fewer dropouts); school 
behavior (fewer school suspensions and better engage-
ment and attendance); youth development, risk prevention, 
and teacher retention.84  

Dimensions of School Climate 

S
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• Rules and norms: Clearly communicated rules about physical violence and 
verbal abuse and clear and consistent enforcement.  

• Physical safety: Sense that students and adults feel safe from physical harm 
in the school.  

• Social and emotional security: Sense that students feel safe from verbal 
abuse, teasing, and exclusion.  
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• Support for learning: Supportive teaching practices, such as constructive 
feedback and encouragement for positive risk taking, academic challenge, indi-
vidual attention, and opportunities to demonstrate knowledge and skills in a 
variety of ways.  

• Social and civic learning: Support for the development of social and civic 
knowledge and skills, including effective listening, conflict resolution, reflection 
and responsibility, and ethical decisionmaking.  
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 • Respect for diversity: Mutual respect for individual differences at all levels of 

the school—student-student, adult-student, and adult-adult.  
• Social support—adults: Collaborative and trusting relationships among adults 

and adult support for students in terms of high expectations for success, wil-
lingness to listen, and personal concern.  

• Social support—students: Network of peer relationships for academic and 
personal support.  
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t • School connectedness/engagement: Positive identification with the school, a 
sense of belonging, and norms for broad participation in school life for students 
and families.  

• Physical surroundings: Cleanliness, order, and appeal of facilities and ade-
quate resources and materials. 

Adapted from J. Cohen, T. Pickeral, and M. McCloskey, ―The Challenge of Assessing School Climate,‖ 
Educational Leadership 66, no. 44 (2009).  

There is emerging agreement on a comprehensive defini-
tion of school climate. The CSEE and the Education Com-
mission of the States lead the National School Climate 
Council,85 a group of national policy and practice leaders, 
which has captured the opinions of researchers into a 
definition of school climate as well as the dimensions of 
school climate described in the box to the right. There are 
efforts under way to translate this consensus into voluntary national standards of school climate that would help guide the development of assess-
ments, provide a framework for accountability, and inform educator-preparation programs. 86  

Unfortunately, the school climate field remains characterized by inconsistent and incomplete definitions, which cause confusion for education leaders 
and policymakers. Only twelve states use definitions of school climate that represent the broad set of dimensions supported by the research. Instead, 
many states either have vague, meaningless definitions or focus on only one dimension of school climate, both of which can mislead practitioners and 
undermine the quality of measurements or improvement strategies based on them.87  

In addition, the concept of improving school climate is still emerging, and there are concerns that some school climate measures are not scientifically 
sound or not linked to evidence-based improvement efforts.88 The most common ways to measure school climate are stakeholder surveys, focus 
groups, interviews, and observational methods. In a recent article, national school climate leaders asserted that the best school climate measures 1) 
are developed in a scientifically sound manner; 2) recognize student, parent, and school personnel voices; and 3) assess all the dimensions of school 
climate, and note that very few existing measures meet these expectations.89 Two such assessments are the High Performance Learning Community 
Assessment, developed by the National Center on Public Education and Social Policy and used by more than 3,100 schools over the past twenty years, 
and the Comprehensive School Climate Inventory, developed by CSEE and used by more than 100,000 students, parents, and educators across six-
teen states over the past three years.90 Both tools are evidence based, developed around a comprehensive set of school climate dimensions, and 
linked to a set of guidelines that support a school climate improvement process.91  

States and districts are increasingly interested in school climate improvement efforts and using school climate to help define, measure, and improve 
school success. For example, three states (North Carolina, Rhode Island, and South Carolina) conducted annual or biannual teacher surveys statewide 
to measure school climate; and fifteen additional states are engaged in less comprehensive efforts to measure school climate, such as voluntary teach-
er surveys, parent or student surveys, and data collections that include some but not all schools.92 Districts are also beginning to embrace these meas-
ures: for example, both the New York City Department of Education and the Chicago Public Schools have developed school climate surveys, results of 
which are incorporated into the accountability system and shared publicly on every school’s public report card or progress report. Others, such as Min-
neapolis Public Schools, have developed voluntary climate tools. 
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Using High School Performance Indicators 
 

Embedding additional indicators in the high school accountability and school improvement process raises a 

number of issues that policymakers will need to address.  

 

Developing multiple-indicator systems: An accountability and school improvement system that includes 

multiple indicators must define how the indicators work together. For example, indicators can be used as part 

of indexes, point systems, or grading systems. The box on the next page describes how three different educa-

tion systems (Kentucky, New York City, and Chicago) have created multiple-indicator high school accoun-

tability and improvement systems. How these indicators interact and are weighted sends signals about the 

relative importance of each indicator. As noted previously, there is no one right way of creating indicator 

systems; this is an area of education policy that needs experimentation, documentation, and research.  

 

Understanding relationships between indicators: In developing these accountability and school improve-

ment ratings, policymakers must be cognizant of the relationships between indicators so they do not create 

unintended consequences. This lesson was learned through the implementation of AYP: setting annual im-

provement targets for test scores but not graduation rates created an incentive to improve test scores at the 

expense of graduation rates, thereby rewarding the pushing out of low-performing students. It may be that 

measures of progress should be equally balanced with measures of achievement. For example, the use of 

course-based indicators (such as completion of a college- and career-ready course of study) may need to be 

balanced with an indicator of success on college-ready assessments.  

 

Analyzing progress on high school performance indicators: In setting annual progress goals for the high 

school performance indicators, policymakers must decide how progress will be measured. If the system 

measures progress on individual indicators, a goal or improvement target should be set, such as 90 percent 

average daily attendance or improving attendance rates 5 percentage points annually, respectively, based on 

research, state or district averages, or high-performing high schools. If the system uses a composite system, 

this could translate into, for example, an increase in the index score by a certain number of points, or moving 

from a ―C‖ school to a ―B‖ school. There is increasing interest in progress models that take into account both 

the overall performance and the improvement.93  

 

Building the technical infrastructure to collect indicator data: Embedding additional indicators in the 

high school accountability and school improvement process will require more data elements to be defined, 

collected, and reported. As states and districts develop high school performance indicators, inconsistencies 

across states may create a demand for joint efforts to develop common definitions for certain indicators as 

was the case with high school graduation rates, for example. As discussed throughout this publication, states 

are in various stages in terms of how they relate to these issues.  

 

This means that decisions to use high school performance indicators must be accompanied by smart policies 

to address these data issues and invest in the capacity of data systems at the state and district levels. Fortu-

nately, there is growing support for data systems from national and state leaders. Through three rounds of the 

federal Statewide Longitudinal Data Systems program, forty-one states have received funding to design, de-

velop, and implement statewide longitudinal data systems. Significant funding for this program was included 

in the 2009 stimulus package, and there are signals that support for this program will continue through the 

regular budget and appropriations process. There is an opportunity to leverage these and future funds to help 

states and districts define and collect data that is necessary for producing high school performance indicators.  
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Building educators’ capacity to use high school performance indicators: Of course, data can only drive 

improvement if it is used. Moreover, there is a growing recognition that educators and education leaders need 

training and support to be able to transform raw data into actionable knowledge. Across the nation, state and 

district leaders are developing strategies to support this work. For example, most states have developed data 

tools such as templates, rubrics, needs assessments, and online protocols to help educators use data to 

develop improvement plans, and forty states have assigned SEA staff to support schools with these efforts.94 

Many large districts are developing processes for supporting school-level efforts to analyze and use data, and 

for holding school leaders accountable for these efforts—such as through Chicago‘s Instructional Leadership 

Councils, which focus on ninth-grade on-track data, or New York City‘s Inquiry Team Process, which uses 

the many data points in schools‘ Annual Progress Reports. 

 

 

  

Examples of Multiple-Indicator High School Accountability and Improvement Systems 

Chicago, Illinois: Every high school in Chicago receives a Performance Policy Score that takes into account a number of indicators, includ-
ing schools’ growth and trend data on those indicators. Schools can earn a total of up to thirty-six points and are placed into one of three 
levels (probation, good standing, level of excellence) based on the percent of points earned. Schools earn points for the percent of students 
meeting and exceeding standards on the state reading, math, and science tests and the student gains on ACT tests. Schools also earn 
points for average ACT scores, one-year dropout rates, percent of on-track freshmen, attendance rates, and AP enrollment and success 
rates. For this second set of indicators, schools can earn points for both the current status (average of the last two years) and the trend (dif-
ference between last year’s score and the average of the three previous years).95 

Kentucky: Kentucky’s Commonwealth Accountability Testing System (CATS) provides ―as complete a snapshot of schools as possible and 
communicate[s] to schools the importance of each measure and indicator in terms of resources and instructional programs.‖ Indicators in-
clude criterion-referenced tests in reading, mathematics, science, social studies, arts and humanities, practical living/vocational studies, and 
writing; nationally norm-referenced test in mathematics and reading; and other measures, including attendance rates, retention rates, dropout 
rates, and transition to adult life. These indicators are combined into a composite Accountability Index with a value of 1 to 100. The index 
takes into account a number of measures of growth and improvement.96 Every two years, schools are expected to increase their index score, 
toward the goal of 100 in 2014. Schools falling short of their goals receive a Scholastic Audit and the assistance of a Highly Skilled Educator, 
and are eligible to receive state funds to be targeted toward improvement. The Scholastic Audits are performed by state, regional, and local 
district staff and provide audited schools with information on more than eighty indicators related to school success.97  

New York City: Every New York City high school receives a Progress Report and a Quality Review Score. The Progress Report culminates 
in a letter grade (A–F) overall and in three categories: 1) School Environment (based on attendance and the results of parent, student, and 
teacher surveys); 2) Student Performance (based on diploma counts and graduation rates); and 3) Student Progress (based on credit accu-
mulation and completion and pass rates on the state’s Regents exams). These indicators are weighted, and results are compared to both 
high schools citywide and peer groups of up to forty similar high schools. As part of the Quality Review, a team of experienced educators 
observe classroom teaching; use of data, planning, programs, design, and implementation; and staff collaboration. The resulting Quality Re-
view Score (outstanding, well developed, proficient, underdeveloped with proficient features, or underdeveloped) illustrates how well a school 
is organized to improve student achievement. A school’s Progress Report and Quality Review Score are used to determine eligibility for re-
wards, supports from the district, and consequences such as leadership changes or closure.98 
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Federal Policy Recommendations 
 

The nation faces a dual education challenge: address the dropout crisis, and shift the goal of the public school 

system to college and career readiness for all students. Educators, leaders, and advocates at levels seeking 

solutions for this challenge have adopted the notion that data-driven decisionmaking is critical to their ef-

forts. By embracing indicators of college and career readiness and embedding actionable high school per-

formance indicators into the accountability and school improvement system, federal policymakers can help 

leverage action at the state and local levels to improve teaching, learning, and student outcomes. Specifically, 

federal policymakers should: 

 

 Establish college and career readiness as the graduation goal for all students and high schools. 

 

 Improve national indicators for measuring college- and career-ready graduation by 

• supporting the effort to develop common national standards and assessments aligned to college and 

career readiness;  

• ensuring graduation rates are defined commonly as described in the 2008 regulations; and 

• refining AYP to weight these indicators equally and include meaningful progress goals for both. 

  

 Reinvent the high school accountability and school improvement process to include multiple high school 

performance indicators by 

• replacing the federal system with requirements and supports for a differentiated high school accoun-

tability and improvement system at the state and district levels; and 

• requiring states and districts to include in these systems a set of school performance indicators, with 

annual progress goals, that will be used to differentiate among low-performing high schools, plan in-

terventions, drive resources, and measure progress. 

 

 Invest in state and local data systems that can efficiently collect, analyze, and communicate high school 

performance indicators and other data. 

  

 Build capacity of educators and education leaders to use high school performance indicators. 

 

 Invest in research activities to inform the use of various high school performance indicators. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lyndsay M. Pinkus is director of strategic initiatives at the Alliance for Excellent Education. 
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 The mission of the Alliance for Excellent Education is to promote high school transformation to make it possible for 
every child to graduate prepared for postsecondary learning and success in life. 

The Alliance for Excellent Education is a national policy and advocacy organization, based in Washington, DC, 
working to improve national and federal policy so that all students can achieve at high academic levels and 
graduate high school ready for success in college, work, and citizenship in the twenty-first century. 

The Alliance has developed a “Framework for Action to Improve 

Secondary Schools,” that informs a set of federal policy recommendations 

based on the growing consensus of researchers, practitioners, and 

advocates about the challenges and solutions for improving secondary 

student learning.   

The framework, shown graphically here, encompasses seven policy areas 

that represent key leverage points in ensuring a comprehensive, 

systematic approach to improving secondary education. The framework 

also captures three guiding principles that apply to all of the policy areas. 

Although the appropriate federal role varies from one issue area to 

another, they are all critically important to reducing dropouts and 

increasing college and work readiness. 


