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Each year almost one-third of public high school students fail to graduate high school. 1 The high
school dropout problem is a crisis for the United States, in part because it impacts not only
individuals and their education, but also since the economic and social costs are dramatic. Globally,
the United States ranks seventeenth in high school graduation rates and fourteenth in college
graduation rates among developed nations. 2 Domestically, the nation and its communities suffer
from a lack of productive workers and higher costs associated with incarceration, health care, and
other social services. 3 As the 21st century United States moves towards an increasingly global
economy, more individuals are discovering that higher levels of education are critical to their own
and their nation’s ability to compete and thrive – in fact, about 90 percent of the fastest growing jobs
will require some postsecondary education. 4 Understanding the magnitude of the dropout problem
and the forces that impact dropout rates is critically important to developing dropout prevention
strategies.

Who drops out?
• Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings’ testimony to the U.S. House of
Representatives Appropriations Subcommittee on Labor, HHS, and Education
estimated that approximately one million students drop out every year. 5
• High school dropouts are more likely to be unemployed, earn lower wages, have higher
rates of public assistance, are more likely to be single parents, and have children at a
younger age. 6
• Every school day 7,000 U.S. students leave high school never to return. 7 In 2004,
approximately 3.8 million 16- through 24- year olds were not enrolled in high school
and had not earned a high school diploma or alternative credential, such as a GED. 8
• Based on calculations per school day (180 days of school, seven hours each day), one
high school student drops out every nine seconds. 9
• The dropout rate for students with emotional/behavioral disabilities is approximately
twice that of general education students. 10
• Research has confirmed that the lowest-performing readers are most at risk of
dropping out of high school. Those achieving in the lowest quartile are 3.5 times more
likely to drop out than students in the next highest quarter of academic achievement,
and 20 times more likely to drop out than top-performing students. 11

Race/Ethnicity/Socioeconomic Status
• Male students are consistently eight percent less likely to graduate than female
students, and the gap is as large as 14 percent between male and female AfricanAmerican students. 12
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• Among minorities, only about 52 percent of Hispanic students and 56 percent of
African-American students will graduate in four years, compared with 78 percent of
white students. 13
• High school students from low-income families (the lowest 20 percent) were six times
more likely to drop out than students from higher income families. Ultimately, about one
half of all dropouts never receive a high school credential. 14
Students with Disabilities Aged 14 and Older Who Dropped Out, by Race/Ethnicity
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Race/Ethnicity

Percent of Group who
Dropped Out
52.2%
44.5%
43.5%
33.9%
28.0%

American Indian/Alaska Native
Black
Hispanic
White
Asian/Pacific Islander

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs, Data Analysis System
(DANS), 2003.These data are for the 50 states, DC, Puerto Rico and the four outlying areas. This is
based on a cumulative 12-month count.

Impact: Crime
• Approximately 75 percent of state prison inmates and 59 percent of federal inmates are
dropouts. Moreover, dropouts are 3.5 times more likely than high school completers to
be imprisoned at some point during their lifetime.
• Estimates indicate that approximately 30 percent of federal inmates, 40 percent of state
prison inmates, and 50 percent of persons on death row are high school dropouts. 15
• Raising the high school completion rate one percent for all men ages 20- through 60would save the US $1.4 billion annually in crime related costs. 16 Each class of high
school dropouts costs the U.S. economy more than $8 billion in incarceration expenses
and lost wages per year. 17 If the male graduation rate was increased by only five
percent, the U.S. could save $7.7 billion a year through reducing crime related costs
and increasing earnings. 18

Impact: Economy
• A single 18-year-old dropout earns $260,000 less over a lifetime and contributes
$60,000 less in federal and state income taxes. Combined income and tax losses for
one cohort of 18-year-olds who drop out is $192 billion which is 1.6 percent of the
GDP. 19 America loses more than $26 billion in federal and state income taxes each
year from the 23 million high school dropouts aged 18 to 67. 20
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• Almost 1.3 million students didn’t graduate from US high schools in 2004, costing more
than $325 billion in lost wages, taxes, and productivity over their lifetimes. 21 The
Alliance for Excellent Education has estimated that the more than 12 millions students
who will drop out over the next decade will cost the nation $3 trillion dollars. 22
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Unemployment and Earnings for Full-time Wage and Salary Workers Age 25 and Over, by
Educational Attainment
Unemployment Rate
in 2005 (Percent)

Education Attained

Median Weekly Earnings in
2005 (Dollars)

1.6

Doctoral degree

$1,421

1.1

Professional degree

1,370

2.1

Master's degree

1,129

2.6

Bachelor's degree

937

3.3

Associate degree

699

4.2

Some college, no degree

653

4.7

High-school graduate

583

7.6

Some high-school, no diploma

409

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, U. S. Department of Labor. (2006, May). Occupational employment and wages, May 2005.
Washington: Author. Retrieved April 20, 2007, from http://www.bls.gov/news.release/ocwage.toc.htm

Impact: Personal Income and Employment
• A male high school graduate who works until age 65 will earn, on average, nearly
$333,000 more than a dropout; a worker with some college will earn $538,000 more.
According to a recent report published by Teachers College at Columbia University,
male high school graduates earn up to $322,000 more over the course of their lifetimes
than dropouts, while college graduates earn up to $1.3 million more. 23 In total, there is
more than $309 billion lost wages over the students’ lifetimes. 24
• In 1964, a high school dropout earned 64 cents for every dollar earned by an individual
with at least a high school degree. In 2004, the high school dropout earned only 37
cents for each dollar earned by an individual with more education. 25
• The median income of high school dropouts aged 18 and over was $12,184 in 2003. By
comparison, the median income of those aged 18 and over who completed their
education with a high school credential (including GED) was $20,431. 26
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