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Executive Summary

In 2009, 46,7000 students did not graduate frorh b@hool in North Carolina (Alliance
for Excellent Education, 2009). Over their lifetisp¢hese students will earn $12.1 billion less
than they would have as high school graduatesgi#di for Excellent Education, 2009).
Additionally, researchers have found that high stlioopouts are particularly susceptible to
crime, health problems, and dependence on sociatss, all of which are costly and
detrimental to the state. North Carolina, whichefaa graduation rate 10 percentage points
below the national average, suffers particularyrfrthis dropout crisis (Public Schools of North
Carolina, 2008; Diplomas Count, 2010). In lightloé problem, state policy makers and
advocacy groups are considering possible drop@yenition strategies, one of which is raising
the compulsory school attendance age above 16.

North Carolina is one of 31 states that allowsitglents to drop out of school prior to
age 18, before most have had the opportunity taiolat high school diploma (Princiotta, D. &
Reyna, R., 2009, p. 14). When most states enaatse tschool attendance laws over a century
ago, the economy was primarily agrarian and fewan tL0 percent of 17-year-olds earned a
high school diploma. States maintain low schooldleguages for a variety of reasons, including
the financial burden of increasing school enrolltrrates. However, as the 2dentury economy
demands increasingly higher education levels, nssates including North Carolina are looking
into raising the compulsory school attendance ageraeans of increasing high school
completion (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Streeter, 2007).

However, existing research regarding the impatheflegal dropout age on graduation
rates is mixed, and proponents of the policy charageshow only modest effects at best.

Further, it is difficult to assess the influenceraiting the compulsory attendance age alone



given that many states have coupled these changesamplementary initiatives. If North
Carolina raised the age, the state would face egdls in implementation and enforcement, as
well as opposition from some educators, parenislesits, and advocacy groups. There are also
numerous fiscal concerns associated with this polesearchers estimate the short-term cost of
increased enrollment to be $373 million over fieaus.

Despite these reservations, the North Carolinee®atrd of Education has
recommended raising the legal dropout age (NC Deyaeat of Public Instruction, 2010). The
purpose of this brief is to address Action for @reh North Carolina’s research question: What
is the effect of raising the compulsory schoolradnce age on graduation rates in other states?

Given the lack of substantial evidence regardirgpblicy’s effectiveness and the
significant costs associated with its implementgtive do not recommend that Action for
Children North Carolina advocate for an increasenéncompulsory attendance age. Having
focused our research on the direct effects ofgbigy, we have not assessed the relative
effectiveness of raising the age among other dropayention strategies. We recommend
significant further research into alternative sigads that might be used to address North

Carolina’s dropout crisis.

Empirical Findings

One method used to study compulsory school attex@dage and high school dropout is
examining correlations between the legal age aagdncentage of students dropping out at each
grade level. In a three-year study of National €efdr Education Statistics (NCES) Common

Core Data, Landis arfideschly (2010) observed a weak, but statisticédjgiBcant correlation



between higher compulsory attendance ages and |[peveentages of dropouts in ninth and tenth
grade (p. 14).

Other studies examining before-and-after data fstates that have raised the
compulsory attendance age have shown mixed re€ukepolous (2005), using U.S. Census
Bureau data on over 1.2 million Americans agesol®4 found that recent changes in the
school-leaving age had a small but still significampact on high school completion rates.
Raising the age above 16 decreased the dropoutydtetween 1.2 and 2.1 percentage points
and increased, on average, a student’s lengthhoiodiag by between 0.12 and 0.16 years (p. 10-
11). However, using more recent NCES data, LanatisReschly (2010) found that states that
raised their compulsory attendance age did nogvenage, experience a greater decline in
dropout than states that maintained the legal af6.a

A number of researchers have performed studiesrigdpecifically at individual state
policy outcomes. For instance, Burkhauser (2003)remed Kansas and Texas, both of which
raised the compulsory attendance age to 18 in9B&-98 school year, from 16 and 17,
respectively. In Kansas, the dropout rate fell taes one percentage point by the 2000-01
school year (p. 4). In Texas, the dropout ratendiichange in the following year, but actually
grew in 1999-2000 (p. 4). Burkhauser concluded ithaeasing the compulsory attendance age
is “only slightly successful in decreasing dropmaies” (p. 6).

Though higher age requirements are slightly coredlavith the timing of dropout, they
do not appear to promote high school completiom@is& Reschly, 2010). Preventing dropout
and promoting graduation may not be the same go@sk force report to the North Carolina
Assembly, which collects four-year cohort graduatiates for states that have raised their

compulsory attendance age to 18, found that tHisypchange did not universally increase



graduatior. In fact, Wisconsin is the only state for whichduation rates rose; in Virginia, they

fell dramatically (NC Department of Public Instrieet, 2010, p. 7).

State 2000-2001 graduation rate | 2005-2006 graduation rate
Hawaii 77.7% 75.5%
Ohio 81% 79.2%
Virginia 83.8% 74.5%
Wisconsin 84.8% 87.5%

®.7

These studies are limited, however, because thayotdake into account a number of
potentially confounding variables. States’ econoaainditions, for example, may have
independently affected graduation rates. It is atgmssible to view the effects of raising the
age in complete isolation since many states cqogliey changes with programmatic supports
like anti-truancy initiatives. Despite these linitas, the data does point to a trend: raising the

age in other states has not increased high schadugtion.

Compliance and Complementary Programs

Research shows that, in practice, only a fractidmabitually truant students are held
accountable. In states with a leaving age of 1860f 17-year-olds have already left school
(Oreopolous, 2005, p. 6). In several states, oahegal guidelines for determining habitual
truancy are provided, attendance officers haveelaggeloads, and, in the short term, schools

have little immediate financial incentive to impeoattendance (Palmisano & Potts, 2004).

L All data printed in this table are reported in Nharth Carolina Assembly report, though neither
the source nor the year of legislation is listed.



Additionally, administrators are often reluctanptarsue court action, especially when they
believe a student’s return to school would be gitve for other children. To encourage
compliance, states may choose to implement compimneprograms aimed at decreasing
truancy. Many effective anti-truancy programs progrechool-based interventions at an early
age that involve parents and provide necessary eomtyrsupports outside of school that keep
students engaged (Bridgeland et al., 2007).

Additionally, research has shown that raising the laas a limited effect on graduation
rates when states exempt significant numbers desiis from the law. Most state statutes
include numerous exemptions made for studentsaeittain disabilities or religious beliefs, or
those who live a certain distance from school.dme states, only parental consent is required to
receive an exemption (Attending to Learn, 2007heDstates require express permission from
parents and school authorities (Bridgeland e280,7). Indiana, for example, allows students to
leave school early only after parents and a scpiootipal complete a formal withdrawal
process that makes explicitly clear to studentsthan families the likely consequences of
dropping out (Bridgeland et al., 2007). Should [NdZarolina raise the age, policy makers must

consider how different types of exemptions migli¢etfthe policy’s influence.

Associated Costs and Benefits

Raising the legal dropout age is linked to sigaificincreases in educational spending.
To start, raising the age will require funding sogigor additional truancy counselors and
officers to adequately enforce the law. Additiopait raising the compulsory attendance age is
coupled with proper enforcement and schools expegidigher student attendance, they will

face costs associated with hiring more teacheiklibg more classrooms, and arranging



additional transportation. The North Carolina Gah&ssembly report estimates that if North
Carolina changed its compulsory attendance agebiegj in 2011, school-related costs would
increase by $373 million over five years, approxeha$243 million of which would come from
the state (NC Department of Public Instruction, 29113).

In Maryland, a task force convened by the Stateatepent of Education projected that,
based on annual averages from previous years,£2%t0dents would drop out of high school
during the 2007-08 academic year. Had all of tledgdents stayed in school, state policy makers
would face the following needs and associated costs

Additional staff: 1,108

Additional classrooms: 571

Annual cost of additional pupils: $200,015,000

One-time cost of additional portable classroom&,&a0,000
(Attending to Learn, 2007, p. 7)

Of course, such expenses vary by state, but thgase$ provide an important framework
for estimating the policy’s financial impact.

Finally, many high school dropouts have behavj@alotional, physical, or academic
problems, and the majority come from low-incomegeholds. Raising the compulsory
attendance age would increase the need for guidanoeselors, teaching assistants, special
education instructors, and free-and-reduced lunodihg. Teachers may also require additional
professional development, equipping them to addpssific needs of those who are at risk of
dropping out (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Streeter, 2QQx 7).

However, there is a growing consensus that the-tenyg costs of the dropout problem

warrant measures to help students stay in schodlrany researchers have attempted to

% This estimation assumes that per pupil expenditwit increase by 1.5% per year (Attending
to Learn, 2007, p. 13)



demonstrate the monetary gains that the state wealte if graduation rates increased. For
instance, had North Carolina’s projected 41,362duts graduated with the class of 2008, they
would have earned an additional $10.8 billion dheir lifetimes (Amos, 2008, p. 37). Had all
students in the class of 2006 graduated, the wi@iéd have saved $492 million in health-related
expenses (Amos, 2008, p. 39). Increasing the mgledthool graduation rate by only 5%
would save the state economy $233 million in crimleted costs and lost wages each year
(Amos 2008, p. 38).

This diverse set of outcomes suggests that thetknmg benefits, financial or otherwise,
of decreasing the dropout rate outweigh the slaord-long-term costs of increased enrollment.
However, as empirical findings demonstrate, raisiregcompulsory attendance age does not
alone guarantee higher graduation rates. Many ath&@ounding factors beyond the legal

dropout age must be considered when looking maseb} at these financial projections.

Conclusion

Though raising the legal attendance age has rediropout rates in some states, the
effects are generally small and vary significanidygely due to low compliance with
compulsory attendance law. Without strong enforagrsgstems or complementary programs to
address increased enrollment of at-risk studeaising the compulsory attendance age will
likely have little impact on school completion azwlld be disruptive to schools. Further, these
initiatives are costly, and must be taken serioifdlye proposed increase in compulsory

attendance laws is passed.



Because we cannot accurately predict the burdextghis policy change would pose for
schools and the state budget, further researcHigaal implications is necessary. In its initial
report to the General Assembly, a North Carolinakmg group recommends the following:

“Form a task force to complete a comprehensive fange study of the impacts of

raising the compulsory attendance age, includidgyand cost benefit fiscal analyses,

spanning a period of at least a year, in ordeatogy input from a variety of
stakeholders, including students currently in stlagowvell as those who have dropped
out.” (NC Department of Public Instruction, 2010,1g)

In its presentation to the State Board of Educatio& working group also proposed a
pilot program to test a compulsory attendance agesase in various districts across the state
and create complementary enforcement programsiaftacted schools (Brown, 2010).

We recommend careful consideration of this upcgmaport and the results of the pilot
program. Both should indicate if the state can priypenforce raising the age, if it is equipped to
handle the added financial and personnel burden &o increase in attendance, and if the policy
is effective in raising graduation rates in Northr@ina. Additionally, further analysis of

evidence-based dropout prevention strategies isssacy to determine the best policies for

increasing graduation rates in North Carolina.
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Appendix

(Princiotta, D., & Reyna, R.,2009, 14)

Figure 5. Maximum Compulssry School Age by State: 2009

B Skaters with 8 i
compulsory school sge of 18,

W Status it g masimum

schioa| age ol 17

W Scetis with & masirum
campulsory schoo! age of 14

Maze: Map represents masimum compedsory school attendance age as of January T, 2009, Nearly 2! mams Pave eepmiptons to
age nxjuinments relzed o employment, behavoml prablers, or other considerations. For mane information on essmptions,
300 it SoUNE GoCumMent.

Sowre: U S Dopartrent of Labor, Employment Standards Administration, “Employment-Reated Provsors r Siate Compulsony
School Armndance Laws™ (Washington, 2.C., January 1, 2009%. Avaiable at hatp:!/'www.do' gowesaiwhd/sizte/schoalatiend. m.
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