California Dropout Research Project

N An Affiliated Project of the University of California Linguistic Minority Research Institute

UC Santa Barbara | Gevirtz Graduate School of Education

Academic achievement

in middle school strongly
predicts high school
achievement and graduation.

Early middle school signals
of academic success or failure
include: grade retention,
course failures, grades and
test scores, and enrollment in
algebra by 8th grade.

In each district in this study,
only 1/3 of students who
failed two or more courses
in 7th grade graduated from
high school.

Higher scores on the English
portion of the 8th grade
California Standards Test are
strong predictors of passing
the CAHSEE on the first
attempt.

Schools and districts have
the necessary information
in middle school to identify
students at risk of not
completing high school or
passing the CAHSEE.

Policymakers need to make
sizeable investments for early
interventions if they want to
improve graduation outcomes
and CAHSEE passing rates.
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any students experience sharp declines in academic
Mmotivation and achievement in middle school (see CDRP

Policy Brief 12). These changes can lead to lower levels of
achievement and engagementin high school, and ultimately negatively
influence a student's decision whether to remain in school. Identifying
at-risk students in middle school (7" and 8" grades), and providing
interventions before students enter high school, could significantly
improve high school achievement and graduation in California.

This study followed a group of students in three California school
districts—Fresno Unified, Long Beach Unified, and San Francisco
Unified—from 7" grade through their scheduled graduation in 2006, to
investigate the impact of several middle school academic achievement
indicators (along with student demographic and background factors)
on three aspects of high school achievement: (1) passing the California
High School Exit Examination (CAHSEE) in 10" grade, (2) academic
performance in 11" grade, and (3) graduating in their districts by the
end of 12" grade.

Figure 1: Probability of Passing Both Sections of the CAHSEE on First Attempt
by 8th Grade English Language Arts CST Score
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NOTE: The figure displays the average passing rate for a "typical" student across the three
school districts (i.e., a student with the same average characteristics).
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Indicators of Middle School
Achievement

The study investigated four in-
dicators of middle school academic
performance that previous studies
have found to predict high school
performance:

1. Students’ grade point average
(GPA) in the 7* grade.

2. The number of core courses
(English language arts, math-
ematics, science, and social
studies) that students failed in
the 7" and 8™ grades.

3. Whether students took (but
not necessarily passed) algebra
in 8" grade (as recommended
by the state).

4. Scores on the state’s standards-
based assessment—the Cali-
fornia Standards Test (CST)—
in English language arts and
mathematics in 8" grade.

Passing the CAHSEE

All students must pass the
CAHSEE—a test of basic skills in
math and English language arts—
in order to graduate from high
school in California. While stu-
dents are not required to pass the
CAHSEE on their first attempt in
10™ grade, those who fail to do so
may require continued support to
pass the test. Identifying students
in middle school who might strug-
gle with the exam in high school
would increase the chances that
an early intervention would help
them pass the exam on their first
attempt.

Statewide, 64% of students
in the class of 2006 passed the
CAHSEE on their first attempt in

the 10" grade. Among 7" graders
in this study, 60% of Fresno, 69%
of Long Beach, and 77% of San
Francisco students passed the
CAHSEE on their first attempt.

Three measures of mid-
dle school achievement had a
strong positive influence on
passing the CAHSEE in 10"
grade: GPA in 7" grade, com-
pleting algebra by 8" grade, and
scores on the CST in 8" grade.

In each of the three districts
in this study, students in 8" grade
who had higher scores on the Eng-
lish language arts portion of the
CST had much higher probabilities
of passing the CAHSEE on their
first attempt, relative to students
with lower CST scores (see Figure 1).

Yet, for students who scored at
the two lowest proficiency levels
(below and far below basic) on the
CST, there is considerable varia-
tion across the three districts in the
probability of passing the CAHSEE
on the first attempt. What accounts
for such disparities remains un-
clear, though demographic differ-
ences among students in the three
districts may be one factor.

Eighth grade algebra was an-
other important predictor. Across
the three districts, the odds of
passing the CAHSEE on the first
attempt were over twice as high
for students who had taken alge-
bra by the 8th grade, compared to
students who had not.

11t Grade Achievement

Three measures of middle
school achievement predicted stu-
dent achievement in 11" grade:
GPA in 7* grade, the number of

course failures (Fs) in 8" grade,
and mathematics and English CST
scores in 8" grade.

Even after accounting for dif-
ferences in middle school achieve-
mentand otherbackground charac-
teristics, on average, male students
had significantly lower GPAs rela-
tive to female students, and Lati-
nos fared worse relative to Whites
in their 11" grade achievement.

High School Graduation

In 2005-06, the graduation
rate for the 7" grade group in this
analysis was 55% for Fresno, 59%
for Long Beach, and 65% for San
Francisco. It is important to note
that these rates underestimate the
actual overall graduation rates for
these districts; some students may
have moved from one district to
another or to a private high school,
while others who dropped out
may have returned to school or
enrolled in an alternative program
and subsequently obtained a high
school diploma.

Across all districts, graduation
rates were lower than CAHSEE
passing rates at first attempt,
suggesting that some students may
not graduate as a result of other
district graduation requirements,
such as earning sufficient course
credits. Another possibility is that
students exit the districts either
to transfer or as dropouts after
passing the CAHSEE.

Students with higher achieve-
ment levels in middle school—as
measured by the number of course
failures in 7" grade, whether stu-
dents took algebra in 8" grade,
and test scores in 8" grade—were
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Figure 2: District Graduation Rates for 7th Grade Sample,
by Number of Fs in 7th Grade
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more likely to graduate than their
counterparts with weaker middle
school achievement records. In
Fresno, for example, 54% of all stu-
dents who completed algebra by
8" grade obtained a diploma, com-
pared to 22% of students who first
took algebra in high school.

Students who failed two or
more courses in middle school had
substantially lower high school
graduation rates. In Long Beach,
nearly one-third of all students
failed two or more courses in 7"
grade, and among those students
only 37% graduated; of students
with no failed courses, 75% gradu-
ated (see Figure 2).

In San Francisco, although
only 11% of all students received
two or more Fs in 7" grade, just
23% of those students graduated;
of students with no failed courses,
75% graduated.

After adjusting for middle
school achievement and a variety
of other characteristics, most de-
mographic and background fac-

tors were not significant predictors
of passing the CAHSEE or of high
school graduation, with some ex-
ceptions. One factor that was sig-
nificant in all three districts was
that students who were retained
or who were older than their fel-
low students were less likely to
pass these two academic hurdles.

School Differences

Student  outcomes  varied
widely among schools within
each of the three districts. There
were substantial differences in
initial CAHSEE passing rates
among schools. Perhaps more
importantly, there were also
substantial differences among
schools in improvement in
CAHSEE passing rates between
the first attempt in 10th grade and
the fourth attempt in 12th grade.

Lastly, there were widespread
differences among schools in the
rates that students left the dis-
trict—either as dropouts or as
transfers—by 12 grade.

Improving High School
Success and Graduation

California is facing a high
school dropout crisis (see CDRP
Policy Report: Solving California’s
Dropout Crisis). The state currently
allocates over $50 million a year
to improve CAHSEE passing
rates in an effort to increase
graduation rates. However, most
of these monies are restricted to
interventions after 10" grade, or
after students either pass or fail the
CAHSEE. Given what we know
from middle school indicators,
this is far too late in students” high
school graduation trajectories.
Targeting interventions early is the
primary purpose of identifying
students at risk of dropping
out or not meeting graduation
requirements.

The findings from this study
contribute to a growing body of re-
search identifying early signals of
academic success or failure. These
signals include: grade retention,
course failures in core academic
subjects in middle school, mid-
dle school grades and test scores,
and enrollment in algebra by 8th
grade.

Schools and districts have the
necessary information in middle
school to identify students at risk
of not completing high school or
not passing the California High
School Exit Exam.

Policymakers need to make
sizeable investments for early
interventions if they want to
see the desired improvements
in CAHSEE passing rates and
graduation outcomes.

Page 3




I —

10.

11.

12.

13.

Tue Economic Losses FrRoMm HicH ScHoOL DrROPOUTS IN
CALIFORNIA (August 2007)

Tue RETURN ON INVESTMENT FOR IMPROVING CALIFORNIA'S
Hicua ScaoorL GrRapUATION RATE (August 2007)

Dogs StaTe Poricy HELr orR HurT THE DROPOUT PROBLEM
IN CaL1iFORNIA? (October 2007)

CaN CoMBINING AcADEMIC AND CAREER-TECHNICAL
EpucaTioN IMmrroOVE HiGH ScHOOL OUTCOMES IN
CAL1FORNIA? (November 2007)

STUDENT AND ScuHoOL PrEDICTORS OF HiGH ScHOOL
GRADUATION IN CALIFORNIA (December 2007)

CALIFORNIA ScHOOLS THAT BEAT THE ODDS IN HigH
ScuaooL GRADUATION (December 2007)

ALTERNATIVE PATHWAYS TO HiGH ScHOOL GRADUATION:
AN INTERNATIONAL COMPARISON (January 2008)

GIVING A STUDENT VOICE TO CALIFORNIA'S DROPOUT
Crisis (March 2008)

BuiLpinG SysTEM CaraciTy FOR IMPROVING HiGH ScHOOL
GRADUATION RATES IN CALIFORNIA
(April 2008)

IMPROVING CALIFORNIA'S STUDENT DATA SYSTEMS TO
Appress THE DrorouT Crisis (May 2008)

STRUGGLING TO SUCCEED: WHAT HAPPENED TO SENIORS
Wao Dip Nort Pass Tae CaLirorNIA Hica ScaooL ExiT
Exam? (June 2008)

CaN MippLeE Scanoor RErorM INCREASE HIGH ScHoOOL
GRrADUATION RATES? (June 2008)

MipbpLE ScauooL PrepicTors oF HicH ScaooL
AcHIEVEMENT IN THREE CALIFORNIA ScHoOL DisTRICTS
(June 2008)

—

14.

15.

A Profile of High School Completion in the Los Angeles
Unified School District

Why Students Drop Out of School

Russell W. Rumberger, Director
Beverly Bavaro, Editor/Web Manager
Susan Rotermund, Research Assistant
Shawndel Malcolm, Business Officer

Jean Fuller
David W. Gordon
Marqueece Harris-Dawson
Rowena Lagrosa
Lorraine McDonnell
Gary Orfield
Darrell Steinberg

The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation
The James Irvine Foundation
The Walter S. Johnson Foundation

University of California
California Dropout Research Project
4722 South Hall, MC3220
Santa Barbara, CA 93106-3220

Tel: 805-893-2683
Email: dropouts@lmri.ucsb.edu

www.Imri.ucsb.edu/dropouts

University of California Santa Barbara
California Dropout Research Project
4722 South Hall, MC 3220

Santa Barbara, CA 93106-3220

Non-Profit
Organization
U.S. POSTAGE
PAID
Santa Barbara, CA
Permit No. 104

The California Dropout Research Project is an affiliated project of the University of California Linguistic Minority Research Institute

and the UC Santa Barbara Gevirtz Graduate School of Education




