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INTRODUCTION

KENTUCKY PERSISTENCE
T0 GRADUATION

While in the past high school graduation was all that was
necessary to enter the workforce and earn a living wage,
now students in the U.S. must graduate high school ready
for postsecondary education.

In fact, by 2020, 65 percent of all jobs and 92 percent of STEM jobs will require
postsecondary education or training beyond high school (Carneval, Smith & Strohl,
2013). Unfortunately, high school graduation is not a reality for a signi cant portion
of our students. Those who do not complete high school face economic and social
challenges throughout their lifetimes. Compared to their high school graduate
counterparts, they are less likely to be employed earning a living wage and more
likely to be poor and experiencing adverse health outcomes (Rumberger, 2011).

In anticipation of the new workplace that would require more education and training,
policymakers and advocates aggressively pushed for school reforms during the
latter half of the 1990 s and to address what came to be known as the dropout crisis.
Simultaneously, economists and researchers continued to project another wave of
changes in the labor market and expressed how critical it was to prepare the next
generation of young people for 21st century jobs that would require more education
than a high school diploma. This shift made way for national and state reforms to
improve graduation rates. These include: The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of
2001 and Dropout Prevention Act (Title |, Part H of NCLB), federal legislation requiring
schools to make measurable progress on high school graduation; the identi cation of
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early warning signs of attendance, behavior, and course performance (ABC s); and
the adoption of the Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate (ACGR) to compare graduation
rates across districts and states (Allensworth, Nagaoka, & Johnson, 2018).

Combined, these interventions led to a considerable increase in national graduation
rates. According to data from the National Center for Education Statistics, in school
year 2015 16, the ACGR for public high school students was 84 percent, the highest
it had been since the rate was rst measured in 2010 11. More than four out of ve
students graduated with a regular high school diploma within four years of starting
ninth grade. Asian/Paci c Islander students had the highest ACGR (91 percent),
followed by White (88 percent), Hispanic (79 percent), Black (76 percent), and
American Indian/Alaska Native (72 percent) students (U.S. Department of Education,
National Center for Education Statistics, 2017).*

While impressive progress has been made in increasing graduation rates, including
for historically underserved groups of students, these gains have not been even and
large disparities remain. Black and Hispanic students continue to make graduation
rate gains greater than the national average, but their overall graduation rates still fall
below 80 percent. More states are increasing graduation rates for these students than
ever before, but the gaps between them and White students still remain signi cant
(11.9 percentage points between Black and White students and 9 percentage points
between Hispanic and White students) (Depaoli, Balfanz, Atwell & Bridgeland, 2018).
Additionally, underserved students graduate from public high schools having earned
a college and career ready (CCR) diploma at a much lower rate, in comparison with
their peers, in the twenty-three states that offered students multiple pathways to a
diploma (Almond, 2017).

Like most states, Kentucky increased the statewide ACGR in 2016, to 88.6 percent, a
2.5 percent increase from the 2011 rate of 86.1 percent. However, Kentucky continues
to struggle to raise graduation rates for students of color, low-income students, and
students with disabilities. In order for Kentucky to reach a 90 percent graduate rate,
the Commonwealth will need to increase its focus on these populations of students.
In terms of numbers, for example, Kentucky would have to graduate approximately
2,475 more students within those demographics, excluding the general population,
students in alternative settings, and students who do not fall into those categories
(Depaoli, Balfanz, Atwell & Bridgeland, 2018).

Students in alternative programs in Kentucky have generally much lower graduation
rates than students in traditional high school; yet this is unsurprising since most

* Please note that the 2016-17 data became available after this report writing began.You can nd the updated data
summary on the National Center for Education Statistics website: https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=805
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alternative programs serve a struggling student population, a population that might
have dropped out of school were it not for the existence of an alternative program.
These schools and programs are part of any robust portfolio of options to meet a
range of student needs. It is important that these programs be of high quality. In the
past, many have been disciplinary dumping grounds, and that is not the solution. The
accompanying Alternative Education Practice Brief provides detailed examples of
high quality alternative programs and best practices in alternative education.

Figure 1 illustrates the graduation rates of states, ranging from 70% to over 90%.

FIGURE 1. ADJUSTED COHORT GRADUATION RATE ACGR FOR PUBLIC HIGH SCHOOL
STUDENTS, BY STATE: 2015 16

KENTUCKY S LEGISLATIVE REFORM EFFORTS
TO LOWER DROPOUT RATES

With graduation rates now above 80 percent in Kentucky, it might be hard to
believe the Commonwealth once ranked 50th in the nation in adult literacy and
the percentage of adults with a high school diploma, 49th in percentage of college
graduates, 42nd in per pupil expenditure, and 41st in pupil-teacher ratio. The
Kentucky Education Reform Act (1990) or KERA, was sweeping legislation that
restructured and rede ned the way the state designed, delivered, governed and
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nanced education (Prichard Committee for Academic Excellence, 2016). KERA
created stronger academic standards and also redesigned postsecondary education.
This reform set the stage for the additional statutes, as KERA was nationally regarded
as a very in uential education reform.

Kentucky continued to adopt multiple education reform laws between 2000 and 2006
to aggressively tackle the high school dropout crisis and track holistic interventions
throughout the state to increase high school graduation rates. In 2000, the Kentucky
Revised Statute (KRS) 158.145 was passed with additional updates in 2014. The
current statute states in relevant part:

(a) The statewide annual average school dropout rate will be cut by fty percent
(50%) of what it was in the year 2000. All students who drop out of a school during
a school year and all students who have not graduated, fail to enroll in the school for
the following school year, and do not transfer to another school, shall be included

in the statewide annual average school dropout rate; (b) No school will have an
annual dropout rate that exceeds ve percent (5%); and (c) Each county will have
thirty percent (30%) fewer adults between the ages of sixteen (16) and twenty-four
(24) without a high school diploma or a High School Equivalency Diploma than the
county had in the year 2000.

In conjunction with this, KRS 158.146 was enacted to create a strategy to address
school dropout problems by the Department by providing technical assistance,
grants, and disseminating information to school districts and school level personnel.
This statute established the Dropout Prevention Fund, which was unfortunately
eliminated in 2017. However, at the time, the fund allocated the following:

Seventy- ve percent (75%) of the available dropout funds be directed to services
for at-risk elementary and middle school students, including, but not limited to,
identi cation, counseling, home visitations, parental training, and other strategies
to improve school attendance, school achievement, and to minimize at-risk factors.
Twenty- ve percent (25%) of the funds directed to services for high school
students identi ed as likely to drop out of school, including, but not limited to,
counseling, tutoring, extra instructional support, alternative programming, and
other appropriate strategies. Priority for grants shall be awarded to districts that
average, over a three (3) year period, an annual dropout rate exceeding ve
percent (5%). The department shall disseminate information on best practices in
dropout prevention in order to advance the knowledge for district and school level
personnel to address the dropout problem effectively (KRS 158.146(4)-(5)).
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To implement the Commonwealth s

focus on high school graduation, the

Kentucky Department of Education created The

Persistence to Graduation Initiative in 2015. Spearheaded

by the Of ce of Continuous Improvement and Supports Division

of Student Success, this initiative provides a variety of supports to schools

and districts to identify students who may be off-track for CCR, promotion, and/or
on-time graduation, and provide interventions to support students until they earn
a diploma. The work has evolved over the years to include an emphasis on equity
because, just as is the case nationally, as graduation rates in Kentucky increase,
graduation rates for students of color (particularly African-American and Latino/
Hispanic), students in alternative settings, migrant and immigrant populations,
youth in foster care, rural settings, low-income neighborhoods, and students with
disabilities continue to lag behind.
































































































































































































