
14 T H E  G R A D U A T I O N  P R O J E C T, 2 0 0 6

When Sabrina, 18, failed geometry in 10th
grade, her academic life began to unravel. She
was a top student in middle school, and did fine
her freshman year at a big Indianapolis high
school. But she couldn’t get help when she
struggled in mathematics her sophomore year.

“I asked the teacher, who said to ask my
counselor about tutoring,” she says. “The
counselor said I couldn’t get tutoring because
they had to do all the juniors and seniors first.”

She says she asked her math teacher for help
repeatedly, but he was available only after
school, forcing her to miss her bus and have no
way home for several hours. She found it hard to
get extra help in other subjects sometimes, too.

“One teacher told me it didn’t matter if I learned
it, because he’d still get paid,” Sabrina says.

Meanwhile, Sabrina was getting into fights
with a group of girls who had been harassing her
about a boy she was dating. Fearful that her
failure in geometry would cause her to fail all
future math courses, and repeatedly suspended
because of the fights, she dropped out midway
through her sophomore year.

She watched daytime soap operas with her
father, a nursing assistant who worked evening
shifts. But soon she got sick of that and started
to worry she would end up trapped in low-paying
jobs like her mother, a YMCA assistant with a
General Educational Development credential.

“I sat home thinking I should’ve just stayed
[in school]—now all that I worked for is just
wasted,” she says. “It was so frustrating.”

Then, a flier arrived in the mail announcing
the 2004 opening of Indianapolis Met, a charter
school run by Goodwill Indianapolis that lets
students design meaningful projects as the basis
of their curricula. Sabrina enrolled and is
working toward a diploma.

“I have such a good, supportive group here,” she
says. “It’s easy for me to come to school because I
can talk to anyone here and I know I’m not going
to have any problems.” —CATHERINE GEWERTZ

“ It’s easier if you help us find
ways to get our credits other
than just sitting in a classroom
with books and paper. It actually
makes us smarter, because we
go out in the world. It’s just that
school the way you usually 
have to do it doesn’t work 
for everybody. ”

STUDENT PROFILE:

Sabrina Ratcliff State and District Patterns
About 70 percent of all students in the nation graduate from high school
with a regular diploma, according to 2002-03 data from the EPE Research
Center. Large disparities are found across racial and ethnic groups, with
about half of American Indian and black students graduating, compared
with more than three-quarters of whites and Asians.
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†Value not calculated because necessary data field(s) not reported in CCD or because of very small group size.
‡Value not reported because of insufficient data for reliable estimate.

SOURCE: EPE Research Center, 2006
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21.7 Detroit 11
38.5 Baltimore City, Md. 30
38.9 New York City 1
43.1 Milwaukee 28
43.8 Cleveland 44
44.2 Los Angeles 2
45.3 Miami-Dade County, Fla. 4
46.3 Dallas 13
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48.9 Houston 7
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52.2 Chicago 3
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53.8 Duval County, Fla. 19
54.6 Clark County, Nev. 6
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56.2 Orange County, Fla. 15
60.1 Polk County, Fla. 34
62.2 Jefferson County, Ky. 31
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63.7 Hawaii (statewide district) 9
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67.3 Prince George’s County, Md. 18
68.1 Long Beach, Calif. 29
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77.0 Jefferson County, Colo. 33
80.2 Jordan, Utah 41
81.3 Cypress-Fairbanks, Texas 47
81.5 Montgomery County, Md. 17
81.9 Baltimore County, Md. 24
82.2 Wake County, N.C. 25
82.5 Fairfax County, Va. 14
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Graduation Rates Depend 
On District Context
Graduation rates differ substantially
depending on the characteristics of the
communities in which students attend
school. Sixty percent of all students in
urban districts graduate from high school,
a rate 10 percentage points lower than
the national average and approaching 
15 percentage points lower than the
suburban average. 

Gender Gap in Graduation
Rates Universal
Male students are consistently less likely than
females to graduate from high school with a
diploma. Nationally, the gender gap in graduation
across all groups stands at 8 percentage points.
Further, females earn diplomas at higher rates
within every racial and ethnic group examined,
with the largest disparity (almost 14 percentage
points) found among black students. Gender
gaps are also found in every state with
available data, with the female advantage
ranging from 2 to 14 percentage points (in
Maine and Mississippi, respectively).

The racial and socioeconomic makeup of districts is strongly related to graduation
rates. Districts where most students are members of racial or ethnic minorities have
graduation rates almost 20 percentage points lower than majority-white districts. 
A gap of nearly 20 percentage points is found between districts with high and low
levels of racial segregation. Similar patterns emerge when we examine poverty levels.
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Racial and Ethnic Composition
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SOURCE: EPE Research Center, 2006

NOTE: Poverty is measured as the percent of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. High-poverty districts are
those where the poverty level exceeds the national average of 38.7 percent.

Racial segregation is measured by an indicator that reflects the extent to which members of racial and ethnic minority
groups attend school in isolation from their white, non-Hispanic peers. In a district with a high level of racial segregation,
minority children are twice as likely to attend school with other minority students than with whites. Levels of economic
segregation are measured in a similar manner, using eligibility for free or reduced-price lunch as a proxy for poverty.

Information about district characteristics was obtained from the U.S. Department of Education’s Common Core of Data.
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