
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

States and districts are under increasing pressure to ensure all students complete high school in 
four years; however, many students who fall off-track on the way to graduation take longer than 
the traditional four years to earn a high school diploma or its equivalent. Unfortunately, those 
schools and districts serving overage, under-credit students, many of whom successfully 
complete high school beyond a four-year time frame, often are designated as “in need of 
improvement” due to low four-year graduation rates. In an effort to recognize schools and 
districts for their successful efforts to get struggling and out-of-school students back on-track to 
graduation, some states are beginning to gather five- and six-year graduation rates and are 
incorporating these extended-year rates into their accountability measures. States gathering 
such data are able to document increases in graduation rates when comparing four-year rates 
to five- and six-year rates. To ensure that schools’ and districts’ efforts to serve struggling 
and off-track students are recognized rather than discouraged, states should calculate 
and include five- and six-year high school graduation rates, in addition to four-year rates, 
in all graduation rate calculation used for accountability purposes.   

 
 Background 
 
To succeed in today’s economy, young people 
must complete high school, yet a quarter of the 
nation’s youth do not earn a high school diploma 
or its equivalent.

1
 Those without a high school 

credential are much more likely to be 
unemployed and earn less than their 
counterparts with a high school credential.

2
 In 

2009, the average annual earnings for dropouts 
were $20,241 – much less than the $30,627 
earned by those with a high school credential.
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States and districts feel increasing pressure to 
ensure students complete high school, with 
accountability measures placing emphasis on 
four-year graduation rates. While four years is 
the length of time traditionally associated with 
high school completion, the reality is that about 
one-quarter of students do not graduate within 
this time frame.  
 
Relying solely on four-year graduation rates for 
purposes of accountability can have a punitive 
effect on schools and districts working to 
educate the hardest to serve youth and can  
 

 
 
create disincentives to concentrating on this 
population’s needs. Schools and districts may 
be designated as ―in need of improvement,‖ in 
part, because they serve students who take 
longer than four years to graduate; and federal 
and state accountability systems include 
penalties for districts and schools not meeting 
established four-year graduation targets.  
 

Common Graduation Rates 
 
In 2005, all 50 governors signed the Graduation 
Counts Compact, created by the National 
Governors Association (NGA), pledging to 
compute a common cohort graduation rate that 
tracks the number of students who receive a 
regular high school diploma within four years of 
entering ninth grade.

4
 By 2011, 45 states will do 

so, creating comparable graduation rates for the 
first time.

5
 These efforts sparked a national 

conversation about graduation rates and 
accountability. As states began to implement 
data systems with the capability to track 
individual students, they also began integrating 
the new rates into state accountability systems. 
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Three years later, the United States Department 
of Education (USED) built on the efforts of the 
NGA Compact and established new graduation 
accountability rules requiring all states to begin 
reporting a four-year adjusted cohort graduation 
rate.

6
 The USED also required states to begin 

using the new four-year adjusted cohort 
graduation rate in Adequate Yearly Progress 
(AYP) determinations starting with their reporting 
of 2011-2012 assessment results. As part of 
these regulations, states have an option to apply 
for permission to use an extended-year adjusted 
cohort graduation rate for purposes of AYP 
determinations.
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States received an opportunity to waive federal 
accountability standards from USED in 2011. 
With this new opportunity, state departments of 
education are well-positioned to design 
accountability systems that increase the value of 
high school graduation rates by giving 
meaningful weight to extended year rates in 
addition to the currently required four year rates. 

 
Extended-Year Graduation Rates 
 
Extended-year graduation rates count those 
graduates who do not complete high school 
within the traditional four-year time frame.  They 
are calculated using the same formula as the 
four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate, 
except that an extended-year cohort graduation 
rate measures the number of students who 
graduate within five and/or six years of entering 
ninth grade.   
 
Many states are now giving significant energy to 
creating incentives for schools and districts to 
engage in dropout prevention and recovery. 
With the expansion of high school options 
designed to re-engage struggling and off-track 
students, including flexible programming and 
programs that blur the line between secondary 
and postsecondary education, it is important to 
develop an accountability system that reflects 
the range of educational options available to 
students. Extended-year graduation rates allow 
schools and districts to document their real 
successes graduating struggling students and 

former out-of-school youth, students often not 
able to graduate from high school within four 
years.  
 
While the federal government allows states to 
use extended-year graduation rates for 
purposes of federal and state accountability, this  
option is underutilized as a strategy to 
encourage schools to serve struggling and off- 
track students. As of May 2011, 22 states report 
or plan to report extended-year graduation rates, 
but only four explicitly use them for purposes of 
state accountability. To date, just ten states 
have received approval from the USED to use 
an extended-year graduation rate for AYP 
calculations.

8, 9 
Other states interested in this 

option should refer to guidance provided by the 
USED.
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Examples of States Using 

 Extended-Year Graduation Rates 

 

Michigan’s Extended-Year Graduation Rates
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Michigan’s extended-year graduation data are 
encouraging. Comparing four- and six-year 
graduation rates, the six-year rate represented the 
following gains over the four-year rate:  

 A 9% increase in the graduation rate for 
economically disadvantaged students. 

 More than a 6% increase in the graduation rate 
for African American students. 

 
 
Graduation Accountability in Texas

12
  

The Accountability Rating System for Texas Public 
Schools and Districts includes a measure that 
encompasses both high school completers and 
those that remain on track to high school 
graduation beyond the specified four-year time 
frame.  As this measure includes students that are 
still on track to graduate, it does not penalize 
schools for recovering students. In addition, Texas 
has developed a separate measure for its 
alternative education providers so these programs 
are held accountable for the progress they make 
with students in their system. 
  

 

 

Calculating the Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate 
 

The four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate is calculated as follows: 

 

# of students in cohort who graduate in 4 years or less

[# of 1st time entering 9th graders four years earlier] − transfers out + transfers in 
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Recommendations 
 
While the goal for all students should be high 
school graduation within four years, schools and 
districts should also be encouraged to continue 
to serve students beyond four years and should 
be given incentives to provide additional options 
leading to high school completion or its 
equivalent for students who do not complete 
high school in four years. An increasing number 
of states are using improved data systems and 
flexibility in the graduation accountability system 
to give schools credit for graduating students in 
five or six years, thereby creating the incentives 
for districts to serve under-credited students and 
returning dropouts. In fact, many states currently 
using extended-year rates have indicated that 
their decision to adopt the five- and/or six-year 
graduation rates was driven by a desire to 
remove disincentives to serve academically at-
risk students.  
 
States should take the following steps to 
create an accountability system that reflects 
their commitment to serving off-track and 
struggling students:  
 
In addition to four-year graduation rates, 
states should gather and report extended-
year graduation rates. 
Currently, about one-quarter of students do not 
graduate in the traditional four-year time frame. 
Adding five- and six-year rates increases the 
information available about this very large group 
of students who do not graduate in four years, 
but who are ultimately successful in completing 
high school given enough time. States gathering 
this additional graduation data are able to 
document increases in graduation rates when 
comparing four-year rates to five- and six-year 
rates. This information can also help schools 
and districts to continually improve 
programming, both in traditional four-year high 
schools and in alternative and re-engagement 
programs. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

States should use extended year graduation 
rates for purposes of accountability, 
including use in NCLB waivers.  
As with four-year graduation rates, states should 
include extended-year graduation rates in both 
federal and state accountability frameworks. 
This ensures that the programs and schools 
serving struggling students and disconnected 
youth are not penalized for working with these 
student populations. 
 
There has been concern raised that some 
states’ focus on test scores and other ―college 
readiness‖ indicators in their 2011 waiver 
applications may lead schools to de-emphasize 
graduation rates and unintentionally push-out 
underperforming students.

13
 Instead, waivers 

should be used to increase service to struggling 
students and recognize districts taking additional 
measures to get them to a high school diploma 
by increasing overall emphasis on graduation 
rates.  

 
States should, with the ability to calculate 
extended graduation rates, create a wide 
range of educational options to serve 
struggling and off-track students. 
Few young people who drop out of school are 
able to recover lost time and complete high 
school in four years. Yet, students are often 
expected to return to the school that failed them 
previously to earn a degree.  In order to 
successfully ensure all students graduate from 
high school, states must encourage the 
development of multiple options/pathways to 
graduation.  These could include, but are not 
limited to, alternative high school programs, 
daylight/twilight schools, work-based credit 
opportunities, dual enrollment in postsecondary 
education, and blended learning environments.   
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