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Middle School Predictors of High School Achievement in Three 
California School Districts
Michal (urlaender, Sean F. Reardon, Jacob Jackson
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Many stu/ents e1perience sharp /eclines in aca/emic 
motivation an/ achievement in mi//le school 8see CDRP 
Policy Brief 12A. These changes can lea/ to lo:er levels of 

achievement an/ engagement in high school, an/ ultimately negatively 
influence a stu/ent=s /ecision :hether to remain in school. I/entifying 
at-ris@ stu/ents in mi//le school A7th an/ Cth gra/esD, an/ provi/ing 
interventions before stu/ents enter high school, coul/ significantly 
improve high school achievement an/ gra/uation in California.

This stu/y follo:e/ a group of stu/ents in three California school 
/istrictsFGresno Unifie/, Iong Beach Unifie/, an/ San Grancisco 
Unifie/Ffrom 7th gra/e through their sche/ule/ gra/uation in 2006, to 
investigate the impact of several mi//le school aca/emic achievement 
in/icators Aalong :ith stu/ent /emographic an/ bac@groun/ factorsD 
on three aspects of high school achievement(  A1D passing the California 
High School E1it E1amination ACAHSEED in 10th gra/e, A2D aca/emic 
performance in 11th gra/e, an/ A3D gra/uating in their /istricts by the 
en/ of 12th gra/e.
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Figure 1: Probability of Passing Both Sections of the CAHSEE on First Attempt 
by 8th Grade English Language Arts CST Score

NOTE:  The fi gure 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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The stu/y investigate/ four in-
/icators of mi//le school aca/emic 
performance that previous stu/ies 
have foun/ to pre/ict high school 
performance( 

Stu/entsU gra/e point average 
AGPAD in the 7th gra/e.
The number of core courses 
AEnglish language arts, math-
ematics, science, an/ social 
stu/iesD that stu/ents faile/ in 
the 7th an/ Cth gra/es.
Xhether stu/ents too@ Abut 
not necessarily passe/D algebra 
in Cth gra/e Aas recommen/e/ 
by the stateD.
Scores on the stateUs stan/ar/s-
base/ assessmentFthe Cali-
fornia Stan/ar/s Test ACSTDF
in English language arts an/ 
mathematics in Cth gra/e.

! P  CAHSEE
All stu/ents must pass the 

CAHSEEFa test of basic s@ills in 
math an/ English language artsF
in or/er to gra/uate from high 
school in California. Xhile stu-
/ents are not reYuire/ to pass the 
CAHSEE on their first attempt in 
10th gra/e, those :ho fail to /o so 
may reYuire continue/ support to 
pass the test. I/entifying stu/ents 
in mi//le school :ho might strug-
gle :ith the e1am in high school 
:oul/ increase the chances that 
an early intervention :oul/ help 
them pass the e1am on their first 
attempt.

State:i/e, 64[ of stu/ents 
in the class of 2006 passe/ the 
CAHSEE on their first attempt in 

1.

2.

3.

4.

the 10th gra/e. Among 7th gra/ers 
in this stu/y, 60[ of Gresno, 69[ 
of Iong Beach, an/ 77[ of San 
Grancisco stu/ents passe/ the 
CAHSEE on their first attempt.

Three measures of mi/-
/le school achievement ha/ a 
strong positive influence on 
passing the CAHSEE in 10th 
gra/e(  GPA in 7th gra/e, com-
pleting algebra by Cth gra/e, an/ 
scores on the CST in Cth gra/e. 

In each of the three /istricts 
in this stu/y, stu/ents in Cth gra/e 
:ho ha/ higher scores on the Eng-
lish language arts portion of the 
CST ha/ much higher probabilities 
of passing the CAHSEE on their 
first attempt, relative to stu/ents 
:ith lo:er CST scores Asee Figure 1D. 

]et, for stu/ents :ho score/ at 
the t:o lo:est proficiency levels 
Abelo: an/ far belo: basicD on the 
CST, there is consi/erable varia-
tion across the three /istricts in the 
probability of passing the CAHSEE 
on the first attempt. Xhat accounts 
for such /isparities remains un-
clear, though /emographic /iffer-
ences among stu/ents in the three 
/istricts may be one factor.

Eighth gra/e algebra :as an-
other important pre/ictor. Across 
the three /istricts, the o//s of 
passing the CAHSEE on the first 
attempt :ere over t:ice as high 
for stu/ents :ho ha/ ta@en alge-
bra by the Cth gra/e, compare/ to 
stu/ents :ho ha/ not.
! 11 S A

Three measures of mi//le 
school achievement pre/icte/ stu-
/ent achievement in 11th gra/e( 
GPA in 7th gra/e, the number of 

course failures AGsD in Cth gra/e, 
an/ mathematics an/ English CST 
scores in Cth gra/e. 

Even after accounting for /if-
ferences in mi//le school achieve-
ment an/ other bac@groun/ charac-
teristics, on average, male stu/ents 
ha/ significantly lo:er GPAs rela-
tive to female stu/ents, an/ Iati-
nos fare/ :orse relative to Xhites 
in their 11th gra/e achievement.
! H S Su

In 200^-06, the gra/uation 
rate for the 7th gra/e group in this 
analysis :as ^^[ for Gresno, ^9[ 
for Iong Beach, an/ 6^[ for San 
Grancisco. It is important to note 
that these rates un/erestimate the 
actual overall gra/uation rates for 
these /istricts_ some stu/ents may 
have move/ from one /istrict to 
another or to a private high school, 
:hile others :ho /roppe/ out 
may have returne/ to school or 
enrolle/ in an alternative program 
an/ subseYuently obtaine/ a high 
school /iploma.

Across all /istricts, gra/uation 
rates :ere lo:er than CAHSEE 
passing rates at first attempt, 
suggesting that some stu/ents may 
not gra/uate as a result of other 
/istrict gra/uation reYuirements, 
such as earning sufficient course 
cre/its. Another possibility is that 
stu/ents e1it the /istricts either 
to transfer or as /ropouts after 
passing the CAHSEE.

Stu/ents :ith higher achieve-
ment levels in mi//le schoolFas 
measure/ by the number of course 
failures in 7th gra/e, :hether stu-
/ents too@ algebra in Cth gra/e, 
an/ test scores in Cth gra/eF:ere 

R  u p : lmri.ucsb.edu/dropouts
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more li@ely to gra/uate than their 
counterparts :ith :ea@er mi//le 
school achievement recor/s. In 
Gresno, for e1ample, ^4[ of all stu-
/ents :ho complete/ algebra by 
Cth gra/e obtaine/ a /iploma, com-
pare/ to 22[ of stu/ents :ho first 
too@ algebra in high school.  

Stu/ents :ho faile/ t:o or 
more courses in mi//le school ha/ 
substantially lo:er high school 
gra/uation rates. In Iong Beach, 
nearly one-thir/ of all stu/ents 
faile/ t:o or more courses in 7th 
gra/e, an/ among those stu/ents 
only 37[ gra/uate/_ of stu/ents 
:ith no faile/ courses, 7^[ gra/u-
ate/ 8see Figure 2A. 

In San Grancisco, although 
only 11[ of all stu/ents receive/ 
t:o or more Gs in 7th gra/e, just 
23[ of those stu/ents gra/uate/_ 
of stu/ents :ith no faile/ courses, 
7^[ gra/uate/.  

After a/justing for mi//le 
school achievement an/ a variety 
of other characteristics, most /e-
mographic an/ bac@groun/ fac-

tors :ere not significant pre/ictors 
of passing the CAHSEE or of high 
school gra/uation, :ith some e1-
ceptions. One factor that :as sig-
nificant in all three /istricts :as 
that stu/ents :ho :ere retaine/ 
or :ho :ere ol/er than their fel-
lo: stu/ents :ere less li@ely to 
pass these t:o aca/emic hur/les. 
! S D

Stu/ent outcomes varie/ 
:i/ely among schools :ithin 
each of the three /istricts. There 
:ere substantial /ifferences in 
initial CAHSEE passing rates 
among schools. Perhaps more 
importantly, there :ere also 
substantial /ifferences among 
schools in improvement in 
CAHSEE passing rates bet:een 
the first attempt in 10th gra/e an/ 
the fourth attempt in 12th gra/e. 

Iastly, there :ere :i/esprea/ 
/ifferences among schools in the 
rates that stu/ents left the /is-
trictFeither as /ropouts or as 
transfersFby 12th gra/e.

! Ip H S 
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California is facing a high 
school /ropout crisis 8see CDRP 
Policy Report: Solving CaliforniaGs 
Dropout CrisisA. The state currently 
allocates over b^0 million a year 
to improve CAHSEE passing 
rates in an effort to increase 
gra/uation rates. Ho:ever, most 
of these monies are restricte/ to 
interventions after 10th gra/e, or 
after stu/ents either pass or fail the 
CAHSEE. Given :hat :e @no: 
from mi//le school in/icators, 
this is far too late in stu/entsU high 
school gra/uation trajectories. 
Targeting interventions early  is the 
primary purpose of i/entifying 
stu/ents at ris@ of /ropping 
out or not meeting gra/uation 
reYuirements.

The fin/ings from this stu/y 
contribute to a gro:ing bo/y of re-
search i/entifying early signals of 
aca/emic success or failure. These 
signals inclu/e( gra/e retention, 
course failures in core aca/emic 
subjects in mi//le school, mi/-
/le school gra/es an/ test scores, 
an/ enrollment in algebra by Cth 
gra/e. 

Schools an/ /istricts have the 
necessary information in mi//le 
school to i/entify stu/ents at ris@ 
of not completing high school or 
not passing the California High 
School E1it E1am. 

Policyma@ers nee/ to ma@e 
sizeable investments for early 
interventions if they :ant to 
see the /esire/ improvements 
in CAHSEE passing rates an/ 
gra/uation outcomes.
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Figure 2: District Graduation Rates for 7th Grade Sample,
by Number of Fs in 7th Grade
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