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C
ONVENTIONAL wisdom asserts that there
is a newly discovered dropout crisis in our
high schools. As the National Governors
Association states, “We know that about
a third of our students are not graduating
from high school. . . . About three-fourths
of white students graduate from high school,
but only half of African American and His-

panic students do.”1

Jay Greene of the Manhattan Institute and Christopher
Swanson, formerly with the Urban Institute, are primarily re-
sponsible for this claim. They have published reports show-
ing these extraordinarily high dropout rates nationwide,
for the states, and for many specific school districts. They
also claim that graduation rates have been flat for several
decades.2 Greene’s and Swanson’s research methodologies
have been widely disseminated by advocacy organizations,
such as the Alliance for Excellent Education, the Education
Trust, and the Harvard Civil Rights Project.3

We have come to different conclusions. Both Greene and
Swanson calculate dropout rates from enrollment and di-
ploma data reported by school districts, collected by the
states, and forwarded to the federal government’s Common
Core of Data, which is managed by the National Center for

Education Statistics. Using different data sources, including
the U.S. Census and several high-quality longitudinal sur-
veys, we have found that graduation rates have improved
for decades, particularly for minorities, though less so in re-
cent years. Instead of “half of black students graduating with
diplomas,” as Greene and Swanson maintain, we conclude
that three-fourths of black students obtain regular diplomas
and, of the 25% who do not graduate, fully half go on to ob-
tain a GED that allows them to enroll in college, enlist in the
military, or take advantage of other postsecondary training
opportunities. It is a similar story for Hispanics.

Rather than indicating stagnant graduation rates, census
data show that the high school completion rate for young
black adults (aged 25 to 29) was 42% in 1962 and roughly
doubled by 2000.4 There remains a substantial racial gap
in high school completion — about 10 percentage points
— but it is a far smaller gap than existed 20, 30, or 40 years
ago. Trends in Hispanic graduation rates are more difficult
to measure over a long period, but it is clear that graduation
rates have been steadily improving over the last 20 years:
the percentage of Hispanics (aged 20 to 22) who have a
high school diploma (excluding GEDs) increased from 62%
in 1984 to 76% in 2002.5

In short, Greene’s and Swanson’s estimates are more pes-
simistic than ours. Ordinarily, only experts would have to
make technical judgments about the relative quality of data
sources and methods of analysis. But in this case, important
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policy implications flow from whether you believe, for ex-
ample, that the black dropout rate is 50% and stagnant or
25% and falling. Neither rate is acceptable, but education
policy makers would approach the problem very differently
depending on which story was true. 

REALITY CHECK

When natural or social scientists examine the reliability
of data, one of their first challenges is to see whether results
are consistent with other facts that they know. If data are
implausible, we should be cautious about accepting them
until we have carefully checked how they were derived. If,
for example, we were suddenly presented with data show-
ing a big drop in manufacturing imports and a jump in ex-
ports, we would immediately be skeptical if these data were
inconsistent with unemployment figures showing large lay-
offs of manufacturing workers. Of course, we would still
have to investigate why the import/export data were flawed,
but until we did so we would be hesitant to accept them.

Likewise with graduation data. The conventional view
is inconsistent with other things we know about the young
adult labor force. For instance, most people are properly con-
cerned about dropouts because skills and education are be-
coming more important in the labor market, and workers
with more education earn higher wages. It is surprising, there-
fore, that the wage gap between high school graduates and
high school dropouts has not changed appreciably in 30 years,
with the graduate-to-dropout premium remaining relatively
constant at about 25%, after controlling for race, ethnicity,
gender, and experience.6 How can this be? The most plau-
sible explanation, accepted by most economists, is that the
share of high school graduates in the work force has grown
while the share of dropouts has fallen. The graduate-to-drop-
out wage ratio can remain stagnant, even though the de-
mand for graduates relative to dropouts rises, if the supply
of graduates relative to dropouts has also been rising. A
falling share of the work force without a high school degree
is consistent with these wage trends, but a steady flow of
33% of young adults as dropouts is not.

Another labor market reality suggesting that convention-
al dropout numbers are implausible concerns immigration.
The debate over immigration policy has led to an increased
interest in assessing the impact of immigration on the wages
and job opportunities of native-born workers. Because most
Mexican immigrants have not completed high school, na-
tive workers without high school degrees are those most
affected by immigrant competition.7 Is this a large group?
Conventional wisdom suggests that roughly a third of the
work force is being put in direct competition with low-wage

immigrants lacking high school degrees. The impact of low-
wage immigrant competition on American workers is a seri-
ous problem, yet nothing in the debate about immigration
suggests that one-third of all Americans are being harmed.
If they were, we suspect the country would not be nearly
so divided on immigration questions, and politicians would
not even dare broach the subject of legalization, much less
advocate it. The tone of the debates about immigration is
much more consistent with our story — that about one-
eighth of Americans are dropouts and in direct competition
with Mexican immigrants for jobs like dishwasher and janitor
— than with the conventional story that one-third of Amer-
icans are so affected.

Finally, the conventional dropout story is implausible be-

cause it can’t be squared with what we know about college
completion. Recall that the conventional wisdom says that
whites graduate from high school at roughly a 75% rate
while minorities do so at roughly a 50% rate: a 25-point gap.
However, census data show that, among 25- to 29-year-
olds, 17% of blacks are college graduates, compared to 35%
of whites, a gap of 18 points. Is it believable that the racial
gap in college completion is so much less than that for high
school completion? Are blacks who graduate from high school
really that much more likely to graduate from college than
white high school graduates? We suspect not.

There is, however, one bit of external evidence that, at
first glance, makes the conventional view seem plausible.
We have spoken to several educators who have worked in
inner-city high schools and say that a 50% black male drop-
out rate is consistent with their experience. We have no doubt
that this is true. But the conventional view slides uncriti-
cally from this valid observation about inner-city black males
to a claim about all black youths — male and female, urban,
rural, and suburban. There are certainly problems in sub-
urban high schools serving black students, but the prob-
lems are of a very different kind and magnitude from those
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in the inner cities. About half of all black Americans now
live outside central cities. Assume that the suburban gradu-
ation rate is 70%. Then, for a 50% overall black graduation
rate to be plausible, inner-city blacks would have to grad-
uate at a 30% rate, with average rates for inner-city black
males even lower, an extreme claim that no observers make.

These reality checks don’t prove that conventional wis-
dom is wrong, but they certainly should caution us to ap-
proach these data with more care than has been the case.

MORE ACCURATE DROPOUT RATES

As labor economists, we are familiar with Census Bureau
surveys that assess the educational attainment of individ-
uals and households. Economists and other social scien-
tists use these data extensively to study wage and job trends,
labor supply, skill demands, and so on. The data show that,
in the early 1970s, 30% of the work force had not complet-
ed high school or gotten GEDs, but in recent years the share
had dropped to about 11% — and just 7% for native-born
Americans, black and white combined. Proponents of the
conventional view that the dropout rate is 33% dismiss this
source of data, the Current Population Survey (CPS), rather
quickly. They note that the CPS covers the civilian noninsti-
tutional population and does not include people in prison.
They also note that the CPS inadequately captures data for
low-income minority populations, who are more difficult to
contact. Finally, they also assert that people are ashamed
of being dropouts, so they lie about their education to the
Census Bureau.

Yet nowhere have those who posit crisis-level dropout
rates reported any empirical assessment of these biases and
how they might have changed over time — information
needed to ascertain how the biases affect the level and
trend in graduation rates. In fact, these well-known biases
in census surveys have little effect on our estimates of more
modest dropout rates.

We confirm this by analyzing the decennial census data
for 2000, which has some key advantages over the regu-
larly published labor force surveys (in the CPS) that were
the object of these critiques. For one, the decennial census
data include the entire population, even those in prison.
Using data from the American Council on Education, which
administers the GED, we were able to subtract GEDs from
the census numbers to estimate graduation rates for those
with regular diplomas. In addition, the 2000 census paid
great attention to getting everyone to fill out a census form
because the data were being used for congressional reap-
portionment. This was the best census ever, with the few-
est problems ever in undercounting minority populations,

especially by comparison to the CPS.
The Census Bureau has also begun a new survey, the

American Community Survey (ACS), which is less well
known but has better coverage than the CPS. The ACS also
fails to confirm the conventional crisis view. All of these
census survey data show far higher regular diploma grad-
uation rates for blacks — from 69% to 73% — than the
alleged 50% graduation rate of conventional wisdom. What-
ever coverage problems there may be, it is hard to believe
that they bias the decennial census measure of black high
school graduates by nearly 20 percentage points.

As noted above, critics of the CPS say that it overstates
graduation rates by omitting the prison population, which
includes disproportionate numbers of dropouts. But critics
neglect to note that the CPS also understates graduation
rates by omitting the military, which includes disproportion-
ately few dropouts, especially for minorities. We found that
using the decennial census (which includes prison and mil-
itary populations) in our analysis does not appreciably change
(less than 0.3%) the overall measured graduation rates re-
ported by the CPS, because the prison and military distor-
tions mostly offset each other. An exception is black males,
whose high incarceration rates do result in an overstatement
in the CPS graduation rates — but only of about 3 percent-
age points, not enough to make a significant dent in the
difference between the conventional estimate of a 50%
regular graduation rate for blacks and the CPS-based esti-
mate of 75%.

Examination of the decennial census reveals another sig-
nificant understatement of graduation rates in the CPS. This
results from the inclusion of immigrants who arrived after
their school-age years in counts of high school completion
rates for 25- to 29-year-olds. The result is a CPS understate-
ment of graduation rates of 4 percentage points for the total
population and 16 points for Hispanics. The critics of the
CPS never seemed to notice this rather large bias. In sum,
to the extent there is a problem in sample definitions in the
CPS, the impact is to understate overall graduation rates.

We looked for information on whether people lied about
their education to surveyors. We found that this problem
has not been studied, and it should be. But this means that
the charge that the CPS overstates graduation rates because
of misreporting is pure speculation; there is no evidence
that could directly confirm or deny it. We did find one way
to assess whether dropouts lie to surveyors. We examined
a high-quality survey conducted by the U.S. Department
of Education, the National Education Longitudinal Study
(NELS). Like the census, NELS develops its graduation rate
data by surveying respondents, but then it checks respon-
dents’ answers against high school transcripts. It turns out
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that the NELS and CPS results are very similar, suggesting
that the misreporting bias in the CPS is very small.

To the extent that misreporting is a problem, there is
still no reason to suspect that it has grown appreciably over
time. This is important because if there is a bias, but one that
is relatively constant over time, then the trend data show-
ing an increase in graduation rates are believable. No critics
of household survey data have produced any empirical sup-
port for the notion that the misreporting bias is not only
large but growing.

NATIONAL LONGITUDINAL DATA

In our view, the very best data to use in measuring grad-
uation rates are longitudinal data that follow the same stu-
dents over time. NELS is the very best of such sources be-
cause, as we noted above, it tracks individual students over
time and verifies students’ graduation status with transcripts
independently obtained from schools. Most researchers con-
sider NELS to be the “gold standard” of education survey
research. The study began with eighth graders in 1988 and
followed them over the next 12 years, with interviews in
1990, 1992, 1994, and 2000. It shows that, by 1994, two
years after their on-time graduation date, slightly more than
82% of all students had completed high school with a reg-
ular diploma. Regular diploma rates were 85% for whites,
95% for Asians, 74% for blacks, and 74% for Hispanics.

These results are appropriate to compare with the new
conventional wisdom, that only two-thirds of all students,
and only half of all minorities, graduate from high school
with a diploma. The calculations of Jay Greene and Chris-
topher Swanson, although often proclaimed to be meas-
ures of “on-time” graduation, also include those who grad-
uate later than their expected date. This is because the di-
ploma data they have collected from the Common Core of
Data (CCD) do not distinguish between diplomas awarded
to students who took four, five, six, or more years to earn
them.

The NELS results are confirmed by two other large-scale
longitudinal surveys, the National Longitudinal Surveys of
Youth (often referred to as NLSY97 and NLSY79) conduct-
ed by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. They show that, for
persons aged 20 to 22 in 2002 (including those in prison),
the overall graduation rate is the same as in NELS: 82%
overall, 75% for blacks, and 76% for Hispanics.8 These data
also show an improvement in graduation rates for every
race and gender group since 1984, except for black men,
whose rates have remained steady. The improvements are
particularly large and significant for Hispanics, both males
and females.

Are there serious critiques of the NELS or NLSY data?
Yes, as with any survey, there are legitimate concerns about
coverage and sample attrition. However, substantial resources
have been invested in conducting these surveys in a way that
overcomes these problems. There is no research that sug-
gests that there is any substantial sampling problem with
these data and certainly no alleged bias that could reduce
the NELS estimate of a 74% black graduation rate with a
regular diploma to the much-hyped 50% rate.

A serious problem with these national longitudinal data is
that they cannot provide local district or state estimates,

and they are not done regularly enough to capture annual
trends. One of the attractions of the research by Jay Greene
and Christopher Swanson is that it provides graduation
data for districts and states and can be updated regularly.
But if, as we have shown, the researchers’ claims are flawed,
having local versions of these exaggerations is no benefit.

SCHOOL ENROLLMENT AND DIPLOMA DATA

As it turns out, the gap between Greene’s and Swanson’s
estimates of graduation rates and those we find in house-
hold surveys and in national longitudinal data are primarily
due not to flaws in the CCD but to flawed decisions the
researchers made about how to use the data. 

We have already noted that CCD data do not permit
calculations of “on-time” graduation, because diploma re-
ports from the CCD do not necessarily apply to the same
individuals as those counted in ninth-grade enrollment data
three years earlier. In this respect, the CCD can tell us no
more than the survey data about on-time rates.

The most serious problem with estimating graduation
rates from the CCD is that it does not report data for enter-
ing ninth-graders; rather, it reports data for ninth-grade en-
rollment, including students who are repeating ninth grade
or who have remained in ninth grade for more than a year
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because they have not accumulated enough credits to be
counted as 10th-graders. This is an important distinction be-
cause there is substantial retention of students, particularly
minorities, in ninth grade — and sometimes in 10th grade
as well. For the nation as a whole, there are about 13%
more students in ninth grade in public schools than in the
eighth grade in the previous year; for blacks and Hispan-
ics the rate is more like 25%. Thus, if you divide the num-
ber of diplomas awarded (the numerator) by the number of
ninth-graders three years earlier (the denominator), you will
get an artificially low graduation rate because the denomi-
nator has been exaggerated. Retention is larger for some dem-
ographic groups and in some states, so the method for ac-
counting for retention — or not doing so — can also greatly
affect racial and state comparisons.

Greene’s recent estimates attempt to correct for this re-
tention bias by using as a base the average of eighth-, ninth-,
and 10th-grade enrollment. This is better than just using
ninth grade, but Greene’s “smoothed” ninth grade is still
significantly larger than eighth-grade enrollment, especially
for minorities. The extra retention bulge in Greene’s data
incorrectly lowers the black graduation rate by 5 percent-
age points and the Hispanic rate by 7 percentage points.

Swanson’s estimates are also flawed because he starts
with an artificially high estimate of the beginning cohort.
He computes diplomas relative to ninth-graders, including
those retained in ninth grade as well as those entering ninth
grade (actually, he looks at the erosion of enrollment be-
tween grades for every grade after ninth). If he had extended
his analysis back to eighth grade, his measured overall grad-
uation rate would have been 8 percentage points higher (to
about 79 percent), and his rates for whites, blacks, and His-
panics would have been 4, 11, and 13 points higher, respec-
tively. So Swanson’s failure to adjust for the ninth-grade
bulge also leads him to substantially understate graduation
rates and to exaggerate racial and ethnic graduation gaps.

Trying to estimate graduation rates by comparing CCD
counts of total diplomas with the size of the entering high
school class is also challenged by accounting for immigra-
tion. If a 16-year-old immigrates from Mexico, enrolls in high
school, and graduates, this would make the graduation rate
seem artificially high because that immigrant youth was not
included in the earlier ninth-grade enrollment data.

There is no way to correct for this problem using CCD
data alone. Curiously, Greene makes a population adjust-
ment for immigrants by using the very census data he mis-
trusts for graduation rates. He does so by adding census
numbers for the total number of immigrants during the three
years prior to graduation to the CCD ninth-grade enrollment
numbers. But this adjustment implicitly assumes that every

immigrant between the ages of 15 and 17 enters high school
— and that those who do not graduate should be consid-
ered dropouts. Such an assumption is absurd — this group
has a graduation probability of less than a third.9 Ameri-
can high schools have their problems, but no serious ob-
server would claim that they should be faulted for failing
to graduate immigrants who may never have enrolled or
who enrolled for only a brief period of time.

There is also a technical problem here of which Greene
was apparently unaware. He adjusts the size of his ninth-
grade cohort by adding immigrants between 14 and 17 years
of age from 1999 to 2002. As we noted above, the 2000
census made extraordinary efforts to ensure full coverage
of hard-to-count population groups and discovered a larger
population than it had estimated. However, the Census Bu-
reau did not revise its published earlier estimates of popula-
tion counts for the 1990s, including that for 1999.

Using the published but uncorrected numbers, however,
Greene assumes that there were 7% more 17-year-olds in
2002 than there were 14-year-olds in 1999, with the growth
being 21% for Hispanics and 25% for Asians. A closer look
at the data shows that nearly all of this population growth
occurred between 1999 and 2000, and very little between
2000 and 2002 — this is because the population change of
1999 to 2000 reflects all of the population growth under-
estimated over the entire 1990s, which got corrected in
one year. Greene’s miscalculation here makes a huge dif-
ference; if he had avoided distortions caused by the one-
time ballooning of population counts in 2000, his gradu-
ation rates for blacks would be 3 percentage points higher;
for Hispanics, 7 points higher; and for Asians, 12 points
higher.

It is possible to get measures of graduation rates using
the CCD that are not so contrary to what we know from sur-
vey data. For instance, comparing diplomas to the number
of students enrolled in eighth, not ninth, grade — five years
earlier — yields an overall graduation rate of about 79%,
not too distant from the 83% in NELS. Such a calculation
has a small flaw, however: the CCD’s count of public school
eighth-graders understates the size of the entering high school
class because the eighth-grade numbers do not include pri-
vate school students who may have transferred to public
high schools at the beginning of the ninth grade. This is a
small bias, however. On the other hand, the NELS estimate
is a bit too high (about one percentage point) because it in-
cludes private school students. All in all, the gap between
NELS and other survey data, and such a calculation using
the CCD, is not huge.10

The consequences of Greene’s and Swanson’s choices
in estimating the entering-year cohort by using ninth-grade
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enrollment and of Greene’s flawed and inappropriate popu-
lation adjustment are artificially low graduation rates and
artificially inflated racial/ethnic gaps.

SO WHAT?

Does it really matter whether the overall graduation rate
is 83%, as we estimate, or the now conventional range of
67% to 70%, as Greene and Swanson (and the National
Governors Association) claim? After all, estimates of lower
dropout rates still represent a larger than desired popula-
tion of dropouts.

Obviously there are places in which dropping out is far
too frequent in some populations, and some dropout prob-
lems require comprehensive action if we are to improve stu-
dents’ life chances and address class and racial/ethnic gaps
in graduation. But there is also an important value in get-
ting the facts correct and especially in recognizing improve-
ments over time. Referring to a 50% graduation rate for mi-
norities not only is factually incorrect but also can too easi-
ly encourage mischaracterizing the black student popula-
tion as too hard to reach or as being uninterested in educa-
tion. Pointing out that three of every four black youths get
a diploma and another 13% receive a GED is factually cor-
rect and appropriately acknowledges the striving and per-
sistence of black students.11

Reports of artificially low graduation rates also help ad-
vance a misdirected across-the-board indictment of schools.
Inaccurate characterization of success in high schools can
lead to misguided or wrongfully targeted reform efforts that
could be harmful. In contrast, recognition that there has been
progress in improving graduation rates might lead to an ex-
amination of what some schools must be doing right, prac-
tices that might be supported and extended to other schools.

In truth, the dropout problem is concentrated in about
20% of our high schools.12 If we examine graduation rates
by socioeconomic status, we see that there is only a 3%
dropout rate for the upper three-fifths of students. (This cal-
culation includes GED recipients as high school complet-
ers.) Yet the bottom fifth had 27% who failed to complete
high school in any way, and only 62% who obtained a regu-
lar diploma. The next higher fifth had 13% who failed to
complete high school.13 Interestingly, among students in the
lowest socioeconomic fifth, black students have the high-
est probability of completing high school, greater than that
of low-income whites and Hispanics.14 This is another re-
minder of how puzzling the connections between race and
class are in our society.

To the extent that we have a dropout crisis, it is primari-
ly a crisis of youths at the bottom of the socioeconomic

scale, regardless of race (although race, which plays a far
too important role in our society, is clearly the strongest
factor in relegating students to the bottom fifth). To address
these children’s problems, we need comprehensive efforts
to improve their schools, including offering alternative pro-
grams and developing second-chance systems. But we also
have to think about the lives of these students outside of
school and the disadvantages they face before they ever
get to school (there are huge disparities in educational at-
tainment by income and race when students start kinder-
garten!). This means fighting poverty through better jobs
and wages, providing early childhood development pro-
grams, creating stable housing, providing health care, and
fighting crime. These are, of course, daunting tasks, but
their difficulty in no way diminishes their importance.
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