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Executive Summary

Introduction
This report reviews methods for collecting, analyzing, and reporting data on school dropouts and considers the strengths and weaknesses of those methods.  It then examines Arizona’s available dropout data and the problems inherent in how the state collects and reports that data.  Finally, it recommends two approaches to improve the accuracy, reliability, and utility of Arizona’s dropout and school completion data.
How the Federal Government Calculates Dropout Rates
The U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) has developed several different methods to measure dropouts.  These methods use different definitions, data sources, and methods of calculation; therefore, they produce different results.  They are:  

· Status dropout rate-CPS
· Event (annual) dropout rate-CPS
· Event dropout rate-CCD 
· High school completion rate-CPS
· Longitudinal cohort dropout rate
How Arizona Calculates Dropout Rates
 The Arizona Department of Education (ADE) provides information on dropout rates in two annual reports: Dropout Rate Study and Graduation Rate Study.  A number of factors complicate the calculation of Arizona’s dropout rates:
· Different methods to calculate dropout rates
· Inconsistent use of a new category (status unknown) between school districts and between the two ADE studies
· No system to monitor the consistent use of new categories or the reporting of data
· Inclusion of charter and alternative schools in dropout rate reports
· Understanding the actual number of students that dropout rates represent
· Increasing numbers of Latino students
Improving the Accuracy, Reliability, and Utility of Arizona’s Dropout Rate Calculations
The report recommends two approaches for improving the accuracy, reliability, and utility of Arizona’s dropout data.  The Arizona Department of Education uses two different methods to calculate dropout rates.
Improve the Current System

The first approach is to make improvements in either method currently used to calculate Arizona’s dropout rates.  The recommended improvements are:
· Align Arizona Department of Education’s (ADE) definition of a dropout with the National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) definition
· Align ADE’s reporting calendar with the NCES’s calendar
· Change the period school districts have to review and update enrollment information from five years to one year
· Provide schools standardization training on the use of student codes
· Provide a coordinator for each school district to train and audit schools and school personnel
· Conduct random or selective audits to ensure schools follow ADE guidelines
Replace the Current System

The second approach is to adopt a new method of calculating Arizona’s dropout rates: a longitudinal individual student cohort analysis (LISCA) study, augmented with student data from the Student Accountability Information System (SAIS).
Recommendation

Adopt a new method (longitudinal individual student cohort analysis [LISCA] study, augmented with Student Accountability Information System [SAIS] data) to calculate Arizona’s dropout rates.  The SAIS data will show how many students drop out, and the LISCA study will show why students drop out.  This method is more accurate, consistent, and comprehensive than the current methods.  It is also less expensive.
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