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in Brief

Course Credit Accrual and Dropping Out of High
School, by Student Characteristics

Infroduction

With federal legislation now requiring schools to report graduation rates, high school
dropouts are receiving renewed attention from educators, policymakers, and researchers.
Recent research has indicated a relationship between the number of course credits that
students accrue each school year and students’ high school completion status (Allensworth
and Easton 2005). This Statistics in Brief contributes to the research by using a nationally
representative sample of 10th-graders in public and private schools in the spring of 2002
to examine the timing of dropping out and its relationship to the number of credits earned
by high school students. Differences in course credit accrual are first reported by selected
subjects (English, mathematics, and science). Then, differences in the average cumulative
number of course credits accrued across academic years between high school graduates and
dropouts are examined in order to describe their enrollment and completion behaviors. This
analysis examines variations in course credit accrual' and the timing of dropping out by
student characteristics (sex, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status) and students’ school
characteristics (location and sophomore class size). In addition, this Statistics in Brief
compares the characteristics of students who dropped out with those of students who
graduated on time, to show how these groups differ.

Tenth-graders in spring 2002 who had not completed their high school education by August
2004 and were no longer enrolled in school are referred to as dropouts (see Planty, Bozick,
and Ingels 2006). Dropouts are divided into three categories based on the highest academic
year in which course credits were observed: 10th-grade dropouts (who did not earn any
additional course credits in high school beyond the 2001-02 academic year), 11th-grade
dropouts (who did not earn any credits beyond the 2002-03 academic year), and 12th-grade
dropouts (who did not earn any credits beyond the 2003-04 academic year).? Tenth-graders
in spring 2002 who received their high school diploma between September 2003 and August
2004 are defined as on-time graduates. Readers are cautioned that students who were
10th-graders in the spring of 2002 but had repeated 9th or 10th grade were eligible for
inclusion in the sample. While this analysis applies the same definition of on-time graduate to
these students, they may have taken 5 or more years to graduate from high school.

Comparisons in average cumulative course credits earned between students who dropped
out at any point from spring 2002 to August 2004 and students who graduated on time are
the primary focus of this analysis.>* Credits earned by dropouts in their last year of observed
enrollment (i.e., 2001-02 for 10th-grade dropouts, 2002-03 for 11th-grade dropouts, and
2003-04 for 12th-grade dropouts) are reported in tables 2, 3, 5, and 7. However, these credits

!'The basic unit of coursework measurement is the course credit, which refers to standardized Carnegie units. A Carnegie unit
is a standard of measurement used for secondary education that is equivalent to the completion of a course that meets one
period per day for one school year, where a period is typically at least 40 minutes.

2 The dropout grade is determined solely by the academic year in which the student dropped out and not by the student’s
actual grade level. The transcripts used in this analysis clearly identified the academic year in which a student earned course
credits or dropped out, but it was not always clear which grade the student was in at the time. Grade retention policies vary
widely by school and subsequently, a dropout departure point based on academic year proved to be more reliable. Thus, a
student who repeated 10th grade and accumulated 10th-grade course credits while the cohort was in 11th grade but did not
accrue any credits in the cohort’s 12th-grade year would be classified as an 11th-grade dropout.

3 Since the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002) cohort was sampled in the spring of 2002, students who
dropped out in the 9th grade and at the beginning of the 10th grade were not captured in this analysis. Also, the graduation
period for spring 2002 10th-graders in ELS:2002 extended from fall 2003 through summer 2004.

* For this study, all group differences were tested for statistical significance using two-tailed Student’s #-tests, and all differences
discussed in the report are statistically significant at the p < .05 level.



are not compared to credits earned by on-time graduates
in the same year. By definition, students who dropped out
did not complete the academic year in which they dropped
out. Although dropouts can earn course credits during the
dropout year, one would anticipate a significant leveling off
of credits earned in this year. Subsequently, the difference in
credits earned between on-time graduates and dropouts tends
to be inflated when looking at the partially enrolled dropout
year. This analysis uses a conservative approach by making
comparisons only for the academic years in which on-time
graduates and dropouts were both enrolled for the entire
year. Comparing the last full-year enrolled helps assess credit
accrual problems while students are still enrolled in school.

This Statistics in Brief does not examine the total number
or type of credits a student is required to accrue in order
to graduate from high school, but instead compares the
difference in cumulative course credits accrued by on-time
graduates to those accrued by dropouts before dropping out
of high school.’ (For more information on state course credit
requirements for high school graduation, see http://nces.

ed.gov/programs/statereform/res_tab3.asp).

The data used in this analysis are drawn from high school
transcripts collected in 2005 as part of the first follow-up
to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002). These
high school transcripts provide data on enrollment histories,
graduation dates, and coursetaking patterns.

The current analysis is limited in certain ways. First, students
who left high school prior to spring 2002 or who were
retained in the ninth grade were not part of the sample to
be analyzed. Furthermore, the analysis does not include
the 12 percent of students who graduated early (before the
2003-04 academic year), received an alternative credential
(such as a General Educational Development (GED) certificate
or certificate of attendance), or transferred schools after
the 2001-02 academic year and did not have a known exit
status or graduation date. Also, the high school transcripts
collected in 2004 as part of the ELS:2002 first follow-up do
not report failed or attempted courses in a consistent manner.
This makes it difficult to determine whether dropouts accrue
fewer credits than on-time graduates because they enroll in
fewer courses or because they fail more courses.

High School Completion Status

As shown in table 1, approximately 82 percent of students
who were 10th-graders in the spring of 2002 graduated
from high school on time. An additional 1 percent graduated
early (prior to the 2003-04 academic year). In contrast,
5 percent left school without earning a high school diploma
or alternative credential. Two percent were still enrolled
as of August 2004 (nongraduates). The “other status”
category (1 percent) includes those students who received an
alternative credential, left the country, or died. The remaining
students graduated with an unknown graduation date

’ Readers are cautioned that the average number of course credits accrued by
on-time graduates is not equal to the number of credits students are required
to accrue in order to graduate and may, in fact, be higher. Therefore, the credit
gap between on-time graduates and dropouts should not be interpreted as the
additional number of credits the dropouts need in order to graduate.

2

Table 1. Percentage distribution of spring 2002 10th-graders, by
high school completion status: 2004

High school completion status Percent
Total 100.0
On-fime graduates 81.6
Early graduates! 1.5
Dropouts 4.6
12th grade 3.2
11th grade 1.0
10th grade 0.4
Nongraduates? 1.7
Graduated, date unknown 1.1
Other status® 1.4
Transfer or exit status or date left unknown 8.1

" Early graduates are students who graduated prior to the 2003-04
academic year.

2 Nongraduates are students who had not graduated and were still enrolled
as of August 2004.

3 Students who received an alternative credential (such as a General
Educational Development (GED) certificate or certificate of attendance),
left the country, or died are included in the “other status” category.

NOTE: Estimates are weighted by FITRSCWT. Standard errors can be found in
Appendix A.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education
Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), “High School
Transcript Study, 2004.”

(1 percent) or transferred schools after the 2001-02 academic
year and did not have a known exit status or graduation
date (8 percent).®’

Course Credits Accrued by Subject

High school dropouts earned fewer course credits in selected
subjects than on-time graduates. Table 2 reports the average
number of credits earned in English, mathematics, and science
by academic year and high school completion status. For
each academic year, high school dropouts earned fewer course
credits than did on-time graduates in English, mathematics,
and science. For example, in the 2000-01 academic year,
on-time graduates earned more credits than dropouts
in English (1.07 vs. 0.90 credits), mathematics (1.00 vs.
0.71 credits), and science (0.89 vs. 0.63 credits). During the
2001-02 academic year, the course credit gap between
on-time graduates and dropouts was 0.31 credits in English,
0.35 credits in mathematics, and 0.36 credits in science.

Cumulative Course Credit Accrual and
Course Credit Accrual Gaps

During the 2000-01 academic year, on-time graduates earned
6.6 credits (table 3). By the end of the following year, on-
time graduates had accrued a total of 13.3 credits, and by
the end of the 2002-03 academic year (11th grade), they had
accrued 19.8 credits. On-time graduates left high school in
2003-04 having accrued a total of 25.8 credits.

Differences in the number of course credits accrued by
on-time graduates and dropouts were already present by the

¢ The 12 percent of students who graduated prior to the 2003-04 academic year,
did not have a known transfer or exit status or graduation date, or were included
in the “other status” category are not discussed in this report.

7 These estimates may differ from other measures of student progress and
persistence due to differences in the population being studied, definition of
outcomes, information source, and data collection time frame. Given such
differences, one would not expect to see identical or even similar estimates
between different measures of student persistence and progress.
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Table 2. Average course credits earned by spring 2002 10th-graders, by subject, academic year, and high school completion status: 2004

Credits earned, by academic year

High school completion English

Mathematics Science

status 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04
Total' 1.0 1.03 1.02 0.96 0.97 0.93 0.84 0.55 0.86 0.91 0.78 0.51
On-time graduates 1.07 1.06 1.08 1.07 1.00 0.98 0.90 0.61 0.89 0.95 0.85 0.56
Dropouts 0.90 0.75 0.47 0.16 0.71 0.63 0.33 0.08 0.63 0.59 0.28 0.08

12th grade 0.96 0.82 0.62 0.232 0.79 0.67 0.43 0.122 0.67 0.67 0.37 0.122
11th grade 0.80 0.60 0.182 t 0.59 0.57 0.132 T 0.56 0.42 0.102 t
10th grade 0.67 0.622 T T 0.43 0.482 T T 0.43 0.332 T T
Nongraduates? 1.05 0.91 0.90 0.80 0.79 0.67 0.66 0.44 0.72 0.71 0.55 0.42

T Not applicable.

' Students who graduated early (prior to the 2003-04 academic year); did not have a known fransfer status, exit status or graduation date; or were classified as
“other status” (received an alternative credential, left the country, or died) are included in the fotal but not reported separately.

2The final year of observed enroliment is one in which the student earned course credifs but was not necessarily enrolled for the entire year.

3 Nongraduates are students who had not graduated and were still enrolled as of August 2004.

NOTE: The basic unit of coursework measurement is the course credit. Course credits refer to standardized Carnegie units. By definition, 11th-grade dropouts in
the 2003-04 academic year and 10th-grade dropouts in the 2002-03 and 2003-04 academic years were no longer enrolled in school and could not earn course
credits. The calculations for average course credits earned by all students and all dropouts include zeros for those no longer enrolled in school. Standard errors

can be found in Appendix A.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), “High School Transcript Study, 2004.”

end of the 2000-01 academic year and the cumulative course
credit accrual gap increased with each subsequent academic
year (figure 1).® Between on-time graduates and 10th-grade
dropouts, the gap in credits accrued during 2000-01 was
2.7 credits (6.6 vs. 3.9 credits). Between on-time gradu-
ates and 11th-grade dropouts, the gap increased from
2.1 credits in 2000-01 (6.6 vs. 4.4 credits) to 4.8 credits
in 2001-02 (13.3 vs. 8.5 credits).” Between on-time gradu-
ates and 12th-grade dropouts, the gap increased from
1.2 credits in 2000-01 (6.6 vs. 5.4 credits) to 2.9 credits in
2001-02 (13.3 vs. 10.4 credits) and 5.9 credits in 2002-03
(19.8 vs. 13.9 credits).

Another way to understand the cumulative course credit
accrual gap is to look at the percentage of credits earned by
dropouts in relation to credits earned by on-time graduates
in a given year. For example, during the 2000-01 academic
year, 10th-grade dropouts accrued 59 percent of the credits
accrued by on-time graduates (table 3). If the rate of credit
accrual for 10th-grade dropouts remained constant at
3.9 credits per year, it would take them 6.6 years to accrue
the 25.8 credits that on-time graduates accrued before
graduating.'® Eleventh-grade dropouts accrued 67 percent of
the credits that on-time graduates accrued in 2000-01 and 64
percent of the credits in 2001-02. Twelfth-grade dropouts
earned 82 percent of the credits that on-time graduates
earned in the 2000-01 academic year. By 2001-02, the
percentage was 78 percent, and by the 2002-03 academic
year, 12th-grade dropouts had accrued 70 percent of the
credits accrued by on-time graduates. Thus, 12th-grade
dropouts would need to earn almost 12 credits during the

8 The decline in credits earned in each subsequent academic year by dropouts may
be due in part to a decrease in the number of credits attempted or an increase in
the number of courses failed. The high school transcripts collected in 2004 as
part of the ELS:2002 first follow-up do not report failed or attempted courses
in a consistent manner. This makes it difficult to determine whether dropouts
accrue fewer credits than on-time graduates because they enroll in fewer courses
or because they fail more courses.

 The course credit gaps reported in the text are calculated using unrounded
estimates.

10 Readers are again cautioned that the average number of course credits accrued
by on-time graduates is not equal to the number of credits students are required
to accrue in order to graduate.
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2003-04 academic year in order to accrue the 25.8 credits
that on-time graduates earned on average before graduating.

Cumulative Course Credit Accrual Gaps by
Student Characteristics

Sex. Approximately 49 percent of all on-time graduates at
the end of the 2003-04 academic year were male (table 4).
Males represented a greater percentage of the 12th- and
10th-grade dropout populations than they did of the on-time
graduate population (62 and 65 vs. 49 percent, respectively).

Table 3. Average cumulative course credits accrued by spring
2002 10th-graders, by academic year and high school
completion status: 2004

Academic year

High school completion

status 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04
Total' 6.4 12.8 19.0 24.4
On-time graduates 6.6 13.3 19.8 25.8
Dropouts 5.1 9.7 12.4 13.3

12th grade 54 10.4 13.9 1622
11th grade 4.4 8.5 Q.72 T
10th grade 3.9 7.22 T 1
Nongraduates? 5.8 11.2 16.1 20.7

T Not applicable.

! Students who graduated early (prior to the 2003-04 academic year); did
not have a known transfer status, exit status or graduation date; or were
classified as “other status” (received an alternative credential, left the
country, or died) are included in the total but not reported separately.
Students who dropped out were retained in the calculation of average
course credits accrued during the academic year. By definition, 11th-grade
dropouts in the 2003-04 academic year and 10th-grade dropouts in the
2002-03 and 2003-04 academic years were no longer enrolled in school and
could not earn course credits. The calculations for average course credits
earned by all students and all dropouts include zeros for those no longer
enrolled in school.

2 The final year of observed enroliment is one in which the student earned
course credits but was not necessarily enrolled for the entire year.

3 Nongraduates are students who had not graduated and were still enrolled
as of August 2004.

NOTE: The basic unit of coursework measurement is the course credit. Course
credits refer fo standardized Carnegie units. Estimates are weighted by
FITRSCWT. Standard errors can be found in Appendix A.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education
Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), “High School
Transcript Study, 2004.”



Figure 1.  Average cumulative course credits accrued by

spring 2002 10th-graders, by academic year and
high school completion status: 2004

Course credits

On-time graduates
25

20
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12th-grade dropouts
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e 11th-grade dropouts

-
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5 i 10th-grade dropouts
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Academic year
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Stafistics,
Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), “High School Transcript Study, 2004.”

Table 4. Percentage distribution of spring 2002 10th-graders, by
high school completion status and student characteristics:

2004
Dropouts
On-time 12th 11th 10th
Student characteristics graduates  grade  grade grade
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Sex
Male 48.8 61.7 56.6 65.2
Female 51.2 38.3 43.4 34.8
Race/ethnicity!
White 64.9 42.7 43.6 37.8
Black 12.1 19.0 20.6 36.7
Hispanic 13.8 29.8 28.2 223
Ofther 9.3 8.5 7.5 b
Socioeconomic status?
Lowest quartile 20.8 45.8 48.3 46.4
Middle quartiles 50.7 46.8 50.0 45.9
Highest quartile 284 7.4 1.81 7.7

! Interpret data with caution. Standard error is more than one-third as large
as the estimate.

T Reporting standards not met (foo few cases).

" Race categories exclude Hispanic origin unless specified. Black includes
African American and Hispanic includes Latino. “Other” includes Asian,
Pacific Islander, American Indian (including Alaska Native), and those
reporting more than one race.

2 Socioeconomic status (SES) was measured by a composite score

based on five equally weighted, standardized components: father’s/
guardian’s education, mother’s/guardian’s education, family income,
father’s/guardian’s occupational prestige score, and mother’s/guardian’s
occupational prestige score.

NOTE: Estimates are weighted by FITRSCWT. Details may not sum to totals
due to rounding. Standard errors can be found in Appendix A.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education
Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), “High School
Transcript Study, 2004.”

Conversely, while females comprised 51 percent of the on-time
graduate population, they comprised a smaller percentage
of the 12th- and 10th-grade dropout populations (38 and
35 percent, respectively).

4

For both males and females, the course credit accrual gap
between on-time graduates and dropouts was present by the
2000-01 academic year and the cumulative course credit
accrual gap increased in each subsequent academic year
(table 5). For male on-time graduates and male 10th-grade
dropouts, the gap was 2.4 credits in 2000-01 (6.6 vs.
4.1 credits) (figure 2). For male on-time graduates and male
11th-grade dropouts, the gap increased from 2.4 credits
in 2000-01 (6.6 vs. 4.2 credits) to 5.2 credits in 2001-02
(13.2 vs. 8.0 credits) (figure 3). The gap in accrued course
credits between male on-time graduates and male 12th-grade
dropouts increased from 1.3 credits in 2000-01 (6.6 vs.
5.2 credits) to 3.3 credits in 2001-02 (13.2 vs. 9.9 credits)
(figure 4). By the 2002-03 academic year, the gap was
6.5 credits (19.7 vs. 13.2 credits).

For female on-time graduates and female 10th-grade
dropouts, a 3.3 course credit accrual gap existed by the end of
the 2000-01 academic year (6.6 vs. 3.3 credits) (figure 2). For
female on-time graduates and female 11th-grade dropouts, the
gap increased from 1.8 credits in 2000-01 (6.6 vs. 4.8 credits)
to 4.1 credits in 2001-02 (13.3 vs. 9.2 credits) (figure 3). The
gap between female on-time graduates and their 12th-grade
dropout peers increased from 1.0 credit in 2000-01 (6.6 vs.
5.7 credits) to 2.3 credits in 2001-02 (13.3 vs. 11.1 credits)
and 4.8 credits in 2002-03 (19.9 vs. 15.1 credits) (figure 4).

Differences in course credit accrual gaps were also found
by sex within academic years. For example, the cumulative
gap between on-time graduates and 12th-grade dropouts in
2001-02 and 2002-03 was larger for males than for females
(3.3 vs. 2.3 credits and 6.5 vs. 4.8 credits, respectively). Thus,
male 12th-grade dropouts were further behind their on-time
peers in cumulative course credits accrued than were female
12th-grade dropouts compared to their on-time peers. No
within-year measurable differences were found between
males and females in the size of the cumulative credit gap
for on-time graduates versus 11th-grade dropouts and for
on-time graduates versus 10th-grade dropouts.

Racelethnicity." White students represented 65 percent of the
total on-time graduate population in the 2003-04 academic
year, which was higher than their representation within the
12th-, 11th-, and 10th-grade dropout populations (43, 44,
and 38 percent, respectively) (table 4). Conversely, Black
students represented a smaller percentage of the on-time
graduate population (12 percent) and a larger percentage of
the 12th- and 10th-grade dropout populations (19 and 37
percent, respectively).'”?> Hispanic students also represented
a smaller percentage of the on-time graduate population
(14 percent) and a larger percentage of the 12th- and 11th-
grade dropout populations (30 and 28 percent, respectively).

By the end of the 2000-01 academic year, on-time graduates
in each race/ethnicity had already accumulated more course

11 Race categories exclude Hispanic origin unless specified. Black includes African
American and Hispanic includes Latino. Only data for White, Black, and Hispanic
students are compared in the text. However, tables 4 and 5 include an “other”
race/ethnicity category, which includes Asian, Pacific Islander, and American
Indian (including Alaska Native) students and students reporting more than one
race. These categories are not reported separately due to small sample sizes.

12 The percentage of Black on-time graduates was not measurably different from
the percentage of Black 11th-grade dropouts.
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Table 5. Average cumulative course credits accrued by spring 2002 10th-graders, by academic year and high school completion status,
sex, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status: 2004

Academic year

High school completion

status and student characteristics 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04
Sex
Male
On-time graduate 6.6 13.2 19.7 25.7
12th-grade dropout 52 9.9 13.2 14.41
11th-grade dropout 4.2 8.0 93" T
10th-grade dropout 4.1 7.7 T T
Female
On-time graduate 6.6 13.3 19.9 25.9
12th-grade dropout 5.7 11.1 15.1 16.5"
11th-grade dropout 4.8 9.2 102" T
10th-grade dropout 3.3 6.3 T T
Race/ethnicity?
White
On-time graduate 6.7 13.4 20.0 26.0
12th-grade dropout 5.6 11.1 15.1 16.6!
11th-grade dropout 4.9 9.8 11.2! T
10th-grade dropout 5.3 9.8 ) T
Black
On-time graduate 6.6 13.2 19.7 25.6
12th-grade dropout 5.2 9.9 12.9 13.8"
11th-grade dropout 4.2 7.4 8.6 T
10th-grade dropout 3.2 571 T T
Hispanic
On-time graduate 6.4 12.8 19.2 25.0
12th-grade dropout 5.2 9.6 12.7 140!
11th-grade dropout 3.9 7.2 8.2 T
10th-grade dropout 2.4 531 T T
Other
On-time graduate 6.4 13.0 19.5 25.6
12th-grade dropout 5.6 10.7 14.1 156
11th-grade dropout 4.6 8.9 10.0" T
10th-grade dropout f i t T

Socioeconomic status®
Lowest quartile

On-time graduate 6.5 13.0 19.5 25.4
12th-grade dropout 5.3 10.1 13.5 14.8"
11th-grade dropout 4.4 8.4 9.47 T
10th-grade dropout 3.7 7.0 T T
Middle quartiles
On-time graduate 6.6 13.3 19.8 25.8
12th-grade dropout 55 10.6 14.2 154"
11th-grade dropout 4.4 8.6 10.0! T
10th-grade dropout 3.8 6.8 T T
Highest quartiles
On-time graduate 6.6 13.4 20.0 26.0
12th-grade dropout 5.3 10.5 14.7 16.71
11th-grade dropout 50 9.1 102! T
10th-grade dropout 5.4 1091 T T

T Not applicable.

T Reporting standards not met (too few cases).

' The final year of observed enroliment is one in which the student earned course credits but was not necessarily enrolled for the entire year.

2 Race categories exclude Hispanic origin unless specified. Black includes African American and Hispanic includes Latino. *Other” includes Asian, Pacific
Islander, American Indian (including Alaska Native), and those reporting more than one race.

3 Socioeconomic status (SES) was measured by a composite score based on five equally weighted, standardized components: father’s/guardian’s education,
mother’s/guardian’s education, family income, father’s/guardian’s occupational prestige score, and mother’s/guardian’s occupational prestige score.

NOTE: The basic unit of coursework measurement is the course credit. Course credits refer to standardized Carnegie units. Estimates are weighted by FITRSCWT.
Standard errors can be found in Appendix A.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), “High School Transcript Study, 2004.”
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Figure 2.  Average cumulative course credit accrual gaps
between on-time graduates and 10th-grade
dropouts of spring 2002 10th-graders, by academic

year and sex: 2004

Course credits
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T Not applicable.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Stafistics,
Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), “High School Transcript Study, 2004.”

Figure 3. Average cumulative course credit accrual gaps
between on-time graduates and 11th-grade
dropouts of spring 2002 10th-graders, by academic

year and sex: 2004

Course credits
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1 Not applicable.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,
Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), “High School Transcript Study, 2004.”

credits than their dropout peers (table 5). Furthermore, for
each race/ethnicity, with one exception,” the cumulative
course credit accrual gap between on-time graduates and
dropouts increased in each academic year. For Whites, the
gap between on-time graduates and 12th-grade dropouts
increased from 1.0 credit in 2000-01 (6.7 vs. 5.6 credits) to
2.4 credits in 2001-02 (13.4 vs. 11.1 credits) and 4.8 credits
in 2002-03 (20.0 vs. 15.1 credits) (figure 5). For Blacks, the
gap between on-time graduates and 12th-grade dropouts
increased from 1.4 credits in 2000-01 (6.6 vs. 5.2 credits) to
3.3 credits in 2001-02 (13.2 vs. 9.9 credits) and 6.7 credits
in 2002-03 (19.7 vs. 12.9 credits). For Hispanics, the
gap between on-time graduates and 12th-grade dropouts
increased from 1.3 credits in 2000-01 (6.4 vs. 5.2 credits) to
3.2 credits in 2001-02 (12.8 vs. 9.6 credits) and 6.6 credits
in 2002-03 (19.2 vs. 12.7 credits).

13 The gap between Hispanic on-time graduates and 11th-grade dropouts was not
measurably different between academic years 2000-01 and 2001-02.
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Figure 4.  Average cumulative course credit accrual gaps
between on-time graduates and 12th-grade
dropouts of spring 2002 10th-graders, by academic

year and sex: 2004
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,
Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), “High School Transcript Study, 2004.”

Differences in course credit accrual gaps were also found
by race/ethnicity within academic years. For example, in
2002-03, the cumulative gap between on-time graduates
and 12th-grade dropouts was larger for Blacks and
Hispanics than for Whites (6.7 and 6.6 credits vs. 4.8 credits,
respectively) (table 5). This indicates that Black and Hispanic
12th-grade dropouts were further behind their on-time
peers than White 12th-grade dropouts were behind their
on-time peers. Black and Hispanic 10th-grade dropouts
were also further behind their on-time peers than were
White 10th-grade dropouts in cumulative credits accrued in
2000-01 (3.4 and 4.0 credits vs. 1.3 credits, respectively).

Socioeconomic status.'* Students in the lowest socioeconomic
status (SES) quartile represented 21 percent of the on-time
graduate population in the 2003-04 academic year, which
was lower than their representation within the 12th-, 11th-,
and 10th-grade dropout populations (46, 48, and 46 percent,
respectively) (table 4). Conversely, while students from the
highest SES quartile represented 28 percent of the total
on-time graduate population, they represented 7 percent of
the 12th-grade dropout population.

By the end of the 2000-01 academic year, on-time gradu-
ates had already accumulated more course credits than
10th-, 11th-, and 12th-grade dropouts for all SES levels,
with one exception (table 5)." For all SES levels, the cumula-
tive course credit accrual gap between on-time graduates
and 12th-grade dropouts increased in each subsequent
academic year. For students in the lowest SES quartile, the
gap between on-time graduates and 12th-grade dropouts
increased from 1.2 credits in 2000-01 (6.5 vs. 5.3 credits) to
2.9 credits in 2001-02 (13.0 vs. 10.1 credits) and 6.0 credits
in 2002-03 (19.5 vs. 13.5 credits) (figure 6). For students in
the middle SES quartiles, the gap increased from 1.1 credits
in 2000-01 (6.6 vs. 5.5 credits) to 2.7 credits in 2001-02

4 Socioeconomic status (SES) was measured by a composite score based on
five equally weighted, standardized components: father’s/guardian’s education,
mother’s/guardian’s education, family income, father’s/guardian’s occupational
prestige score, and mother’s/guardian’s occupational prestige score.

!5 The gap between on-time graduates and 11th-grade dropouts with high SES
was not measurably different in academic year 2000-01.
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Figure 5. Average cumulative course credit accrual gaps between on-time graduates and 12th-grade dropouts of spring 2002
10th-graders, by academic year and race/ethnicity: 2004
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), “High School Transcript Study, 2004.”

(13.3. vs. 10.6 credits) and 5.7 credits in 2002-03 (19.8 vs.
14.2 credits). For students in the highest SES quartile, the gap
increased from 1.3 credits in 2000-01 (6.6 vs. 5.3 credits) to
2.8 credits in 2001-02 (13.4 vs. 10.5 credits) and 5.2 credits
in 2002-03 (20.0 vs. 14.7 credits).

Measurable differences in cumulative course credit accrual
gaps were not found between on-time graduates and 12th-
or 11th-grade dropouts by SES level within academic
years. Differences were detected, however, between on-time
graduates and 10th-grade dropouts by SES level during the
2000-01 academic year. Specifically, the gap between on-time
graduates and 10th-grade dropouts was larger for students
in the lowest and middle SES quartiles (2.9 and 2.8 credits,
respectively) than for students in the highest quartile
(1.2 credits).

Cumulative Course Credit Accrual Gaps by
Students’ School Characteristics

School location.’® Students attending city high schools
represented 28 percent of all on-time graduates in the
2003-04 academic year, which was lower than their
representation within the 12th-, 11th-, and 10th-grade
dropout populations (39, 35, and 31 percent, respectively)
(table 6). Conversely, while students attending suburban high
schools accounted for 36 percent of all on-time graduates,
they represented a smaller percentage within each dropout
level (28, 26, and 22 percent, respectively). Students attending
high school in a town represented a smaller percentage
of the 12th-grade dropout population than they did of the
on-time graduate population (10 vs. 14 percent), and students
attending a rural high school represented a larger percentage

16 Information about the student’s base-year school was used to construct the
school location variable. The analysis uses the 2006 definitions of locale. The
“city” designation includes locales inside an urbanized area with a population less
than 100,000 (small city), more than 250,000 (large city), and between 100,000
and 250,000 (midsize city). “Suburb” is assigned to locales outside a principal city
but inside an urbanized area with the same large, midsi