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Introductory Statement 
 
Over the two school years ending in June 2002, African American and Hispanic students 
registered dropout rates notably higher than other racial/ethnic groups. These findings 
contribute to a trend that spans more than a decade.  Moreover, the multi-year dropout 
rates among students in Grades 9-12 have escalated from 12.5% in 1995-96 to 15.2% in 
2001-02. The high dropout rate among English Learners (EL) is particularly sobering.  
 
Background 
 
Single Year Dropout Rates, Grades 7-12. District data indicates that single-year dropout 
rates1 over the past decade for students in Grades 7-12 have fluctuated modestly from 
year to year, but an overall decline from 3.4% in 1992-93 to 3.0% in 2001-02 was noted. 
However, considerable rate fluctuation within various racial/ethnic groups has also been 
noted. Between the 1995-96 and 2001-02 school years, for example, the rate for African 
American students increased from 2.2% to 3.0%, and the rate for Hispanic students 
increased from 3.5% to 4.6%. By contrast, the rate for White students increased only 
slightly from 1.5% to 1.6% during this same period. 
 
Dropout statistics for African American students have typically been disproportionate to 
their numbers. For example, in 2000-01 African Americans were 15.6% of the Grades 7- 
12 population but 19.7% of the single year dropout population for these grades. In 2001-
02 African Americans were 15.5% of the Grades 7-12 population but were again19.7% of 
single year dropouts for this group. 
 
Dropout rates for Hispanics were even more disproportionate to their numbers: In  
2000-01, Hispanic students comprised 33.8% of the Grades 7-12 population but 51.4% of 
single year dropouts for this group. In 2001-02, Hispanics were 35.5% of the Grades 7-12 
population but 54.5% of the single year dropouts for these grade levels. 
_____________________________ 
1 A dropout is any student in Grades 7-12 who left school before graduation or the attainment of the legal equivalent 
(passed the General Educational Development Examination or the California High School Proficiency Examination) 
and did not return to a school or an educational program by mid-October of the following year as evidenced by a 
transcript request or other reliable documentation. 
 
Single Year and Multi-Year Dropout Rates, Grades 9-12. When the grade range is limited 
to Grades 9-12, the single year rates become somewhat higher, increasing from 3.0% to 
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3.9% between 1996-97 and 2001-02 (compared with an increase during that same period 
of 2.3% to 3.0% when grades 7 and 8 are included).  The multi-year rate (i.e., the rate 
over the four-year period covering Grades 9-12)2 projects a dropout rate four years ahead, 
assuming current dropout rates are sustained. The multi-year rate increased from 12.5% 
in 1995-96 to 15.2% in 2001-02.  
 
The most recent estimated four-year dropout rate (2001-02) for African American 
students is 19.0%; the rate for Hispanics is 24.4%. The one-year change between 2000-01 
and 2001-02 in multi-year rates are compared in the table below and include all ethnic 
groups. (See Attachment 1 for the 1991-92 to 2001-02 dropout data.)  
 

MULTI-YEAR DROPOUT ESTIMATE FOR GRADE 9-12 STUDENTS 
BY RACE/ETHNICITY  

 
Year African 

American 
Asian Filipino Hispanic Indo- 

Chinese 
Native 

American 
Pacific 
Islander 

White 

2000-01 17.2 3.3 7.3 21.5 10.7 12.2 11.9 8.1 
2001-02 19.0 5.8 6.3 24.4 9.8 14.0 13.0 8.0 
 
English Learners. Of the roughly 13,000 ELs in Grades 7-12 during the 2001-02 school 
year, 5.8% (or 701 students) dropped out of school. Of these 701 EL dropouts, 601 were 
Spanish-speaking. The EL dropout rate is dramatically higher than the overall rate and 
reflects, in part, the high rate among all Hispanic students, many of whom have not 
achieved English fluency and find their academic program much more difficult than their 
English-fluent counterparts. Indeed, ELs are disproportionately represented in the 2001-
02 dropout statistics, accounting for 22.9% of the population in Grades 7-12, but 41.6% 
of the dropouts. Similar to other student groups, the dropout rate for ELs increased with 
advanced grade level, increasing from 3.1% at Grade 8 to 9.3% at Grade 11 and 14.6% at 
Grade 12 during 2001-02.  (See Attachment 2 for EL dropout data.) 
 
Male/Female Dropouts. Of the 1,682 dropouts in 2001-02, 907 or 53.9% were male, and 
775 or 46.1% were female. The following table provides dropout counts and rates by 
gender and ethnicity. The data shows the gender disparity among racial/ethnic groups 
from highest male percentage of dropouts to lowest. 

                                                 
2 The estimated four-year rate is derived by successively multiplying the “survival” rates [(l00-dropout 
rate/100] for each grade to achieve a four year survival rate, multiplying that figure by 100 and subtracting 
the result from 100. 
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2001-02 Grade 7-12 DROPOUT COUNTS AND RATES 
BY GENDER AND ETHNICITY 

 
Gender Native 

American 
Indo- 

Chinese 
Filipino White Asian Hispanic African 

American 
Pacific 
Islander 

Male 7 47 37 153 11 479 167 6 
Female 2 21 24 109 8 438 164 9 
%  Male 77.8 69.1 60.6 58.4 57.9 52.2 50.4 40.0 
 
 
Accuracy of Dropout Data.  Two recent articles, one in the Los Angeles Times (June 29, 
2003) and another in The New York Times (July 11, 2003) (Attachments 3 and 4), have 
questioned the accuracy of dropout data collection in two major urban school districts, 
Los Angeles and Houston, respectively. The articles provided various examples of  
students who dropped out of school but were never counted as dropouts. In California, 
according to the Los Angeles Times, there is no state audit of dropout reports. 
 
San Diego City School’s 1999-2000 Dropout Data Report provided a local example of 
the difficulty in accounting for all dropouts.  The report contains a table showing the 
attrition rates in the graduating class of 2000 from 1996-97 to 1999-00 (Attachment 5). 
The detailed report accounted for 9,315 of the 9,651 Grade 9 students enrolled in 1996-
97, according to the 1996 CBEDS report. The data therefore did not include 336 students, 
or 3.4% of the total Grade 9 population enrolled in 1996-97.  (If proved to be dropouts, 
these students would obviously increase the dropout rate and represent 22.5% of the 
dropouts in that particular graduating class.)  
 
To understand how the data may fail to account for all dropouts, it is important to 
recognize that dropout statistics reflect a methodical estimate, derived from a longitudinal 
database that follows students from Grade 9 through their anticipated year of graduation. 
During these four years, many students leave the district for a broad range of reasons in 
addition to dropping out, such as transfer to another school or district, moving out of state 
or country, early graduation, expulsion, passing the Graduation Exit Exam, 
institutionalization, or even death.  Others leave under exemptions for full-time 
employment, mental or physical conditions, dependent care, or alternative education 
plans. Indeed some students simply fail to come back to school and may be coded “no 
show—enrollment dropped;” locating these students is often extremely difficult and time 
consuming. Students also leave the district and return one or more times under varying 
circumstances, complicating the monitoring of these changes. All “leave” codes entered 
into the student information system are provided by the schools where the students had 
been enrolled prior to their departure.  The accuracy of the statistical report, therefore, 
relies heavily on the accuracy of what individual schools provide.  
 
Change in State Guidelines.  The reader may be interested to know that dropout counts 
depend on state guidelines that will change in October (see Attachment 6.) One alteration 
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will exclude from dropout statistics students who have moved out of the United States.  
While this change may result in a decrease in the number of Hispanic dropouts, the 
overall dropout rate for Hispanic students will still likely remain unacceptably high. 
 
Interim District Reporting.  In an effort to continually update dropout statistics, the 
Research and Reporting Department revises reports when more recent data become 
available. According to staff, for example, EL dropout counts were revised three times 
for 2000-01 and once for 2001-02. Given the ongoing nature of locating and identifying 
students who qualify as dropouts for a specific year (as described above), less than exact 
dropout statistics can be expected.  However, it is always in the district’s interest, as well 
as the student’s, to conduct as thorough an investigation as resources will permit. 
 
It is also important to note that, while the dropout report is produced only once a year, the 
Research and Reporting Department routinely monitors the district’s student information 
system for all students with “drop” codes.  Several times a year, they send to the 
CONNECTIONS program a list of students whom schools have given a “drop” code.  In 
addition, they also provide the program a list of students who have been assigned “leave” 
codes that denote “transferred to another district school” but who did not subsequently 
enroll in another district school within a reasonable period of time (generally ten days).  
This process ensures that the CONNECTIONS program receives timely updates to 
conduct their follow-up work with these students. 
 
Program Intervention. In 1995, the district implemented the CONNECTIONS program 
to provide dropout prevention and recovery support to students in Grades 7-12. Outreach 
consultants locate students with phone calls, letters, home visits, talking with neighbors, 
and other strategies. Once they are located, students are encouraged to participate in 
CONNECTIONS.  
 
Students are served in a classroom setting. Here they receive tutoring in math and 
language arts, mentoring, and other support services that prepare and motivate them to 
return to regular school. Through follow-up, CONNECTIONS has determined that 
students returning to school from their program remain in school. (See Attachment 7, 
CONNECTIONS 2001-02 Year End Report.) 
 
While the program had relied on 12 outreach consultants in the past, CONNECTIONS 
now operates with 4 outreach consultants. However, the program has been able to 
maintain about the same number of student participants as prior to the reduction of staff 
through improved technique and assistance from school sites, and assistance from County 
agencies such as health and probation, and community agencies, such as the Urban 
League. In discussion with an Equity Committee member, the President & Executive 
Director of the Chicano Federation expressed an interest in working with the district on 
Hispanic dropout problems. 
 
 
Discussion 
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The small percentages in the single year dropout rates, 2.7% in 2000-01 and 3.0 in 2001-
02, might obscure the fact that they represent 1,535 students in 2000-01 and 1,682 in 
2001-02, a total of 3,217 students in two years. In 2000-01 302 African American 
students and 789 Hispanic students, were 1,091, or 71% of the 1,535 dropouts. In 2001-
2002 331 African American students and 917 Hispanic students, were 1,248, or 74%, of 
the 1,682 dropouts. 
 
The recent No Child Left Behind legislation challenges us to use improved strategies to 
motivate these students to complete the minimum education necessary to succeed in an 
increasingly complex and demanding society.  
 
Students drop out of school for a number of reasons. Dropouts may fall behind in their 
academic course work, have few career or vocational plans for their future, experience 
disciplinary problems, fail to receive appropriate counseling and reinforcement from 
home or school, or do not enjoy socio-economic advantages that may provide additional 
support options.  But the data clearly reveal that some student groups are more likely to 
be at risk than others – namely, African American and Hispanic, English Learners, and 
males – and unfortunately the gaps between them and their higher-performing 
counterparts will likely be reflected in the graduation rates. Exacerbating this 
phenomenon is the certain impact of the California High School Exit Exam, the results of 
which to date indicate serious concerns about the timely graduation of a large proportion 
of our student population. Recent educational research supports this concern, finding that 
students in states with mandatory high school graduation tests are 25% more likely to 
drop out of high school than comparable peers in non-test states (see Attachment 8, p. 51, 
referencing Brian Jacobs).  
 
These concerns illuminate the increasing importance of programs like CONNECTIONS 
that specifically target students who have dropped out or are dropout risks. In her 
response to the Equity Committee’s September 2001 suspension report, former Executive 
Director Joanne Wall cited a number of additional programs that address this group of 
students. Programs implemented by Race and Human Relations Department facilitators, 
such as “Don’t Laugh at Me”, and programs by the Student Advocacy Program provide 
tools to build skills and esteem necessary for a successful academic experience. The 
added counseling reported for students with multiple suspensions reduced their 
suspensions dramatically. The public testimony on the budget, particularly that of 
students, also supports the effectiveness of the Off Campus Integrated Learning 
Environment (OCILE) programs in helping students to feel that they belong in the school 
community.  
 
The district has also been involved in other dropout-related programs in prior years.  
Until 1995, San Diego City Schools collaborated with community volunteers on the San 
Diego Dropout Prevention Round Table to provide services for potential and actual 
dropouts.  During this time, the district’s Dropout Services Coordinator worked, in part, 
to develop a coordinated approach to providing services to this population. 
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Recommendations: 
 
The Committee recommends that the Board: 
 
1. Continue to fund the CONNECTIONS program and other programs such as Steps to 

Success and Culturally Relevant Instructional Stratagies, offered by the Race/Human 
Relations Department, that support students who are at risk of dropping out of school 
or have already dropped out. 

 
2. Establish and expand collaborative relationships with community-based organizations 

—particularly those that advocate on behalf of Hispanic and African American 
students and English Learners —that provide strategies that focus on academic 
excellence and retaining students in school, are proven to be successful, and are 
offered within programs that provide accountability. 

 
3. Re-establish the Dropout Prevention Roundtable as a function of the Race/Human 

Relations & Advocacy Department, with a staff member acting as Dropout Services 
Coordinator. 

 
4. Develop a training program for teachers to inform them about  (a) the various reasons 

students drop out of school, (b) indicators of student intention, and (c) services 
available to respond to the situation, (d) instructional strategies that assist students 
who have different learning styles, who learn at different rates, or are not achieving 
(fulfilling) their potential. 

 
 
Attachments  
 
1)  Dropout Rates, 1991–2001 
2)  English Learner Dropout Counts and Rates, 2001-02 
3) “Numbers Game,”  Los Angeles Times 
4) “Questions of Data Cloud Luster of Houston Schools, New York Times 
5)  Attrition in the Graduating Class of 2000, 1996-97 to 1999-00 
6)  Dropout Guidelines for October 2003 CBEDS 
7)  CONNECTIONS 2001-02 Year End Report 
8)  “Keeping Kids in School” 
 
 
 
 
 


