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Abstract

Between 1972 and 1998, data from October Current Population Surveys show that dropout is
least among whites and greatest among Hispanics, and it has declined among whites and African-
Americans sincethe late 1970s. Annud dropout rates are successively higher in each of the last three
years of high school, and men drop out more than women. Socia background favors school
continuation among whites rdative to minorities, but trends in background were favorable both to
whites and blacks. Residencein alarge centra city increases high school dropout among whites and
blacks. The end of compulsory school attendance increases dropout, especialy among minorities.
Female household headship increases dropout, especialy among whites, and post-secondary education
of parents and home ownership sharply lower dropout. Socid location and background should inform
our understanding of changesin high school dropout, dong with the dynamics of the economy and of
educationd palicy.



Trendsin High School Dropout
among White, Black, and Hispanic Youth, 1972 to 1998

Just asthe earning power of high school graduates has declined relative to that of college
graduates (Murphy and Welch 1989; Murnane and Levy 1993; Hauser 1993), s0 hasthe earning
power of high school dropouts. Indeed, in most cases, high school dropouts are dready unable to
compete for jobs that pay enough to keep one out of poverty; clearly, the economic consequences of
dropping out of high school have never been as severe. In this context the highly publicized Nationa
Godsfor Education (U.S. Department of Education 1990) have proclaimed 90 percent high school
completion among six primary gods! Since the middle 1980s, there has been a steady stream of new
reports about the familia and economic origins of high school dropout (McLanahan 1985; Ekstrom,
Goertz, Pollack, and Rock 1986; Krein and Beller 1988; Astone and McLanahan 1991; Haveman,
Wolfe, and Spaulding 1991; Sandefur, McLanahan, and Wojtkiewicz 1992), and the Nationa Center
for Education Statistics has produced a regular series of annua reports on trends and differentidsin
high school dropout (for example, Frase 1989; Kaufman and Frase 1990; Kaufman and McMillen
1991; Kaufman, Kwon, Klein, and Chgpman 2000). Thus, the association of high school dropout with
educationa and economic deprivation, minority status, and family disruption iswell documented, asis
the globa trend in high school dropout, which has generdly — but not always — declined since the
1970s.

The possible consequences for high school dropout of higher educationd standards — especidly
test-based promotion and graduation — have stimulated new interest in dropout. Many believe that
higher standards — or the expectation of eventud failure —will accelerate decisions to leave school on
the part of margina students. Some argue that high standards create pressure on school adminigtrators,
aswell as on students, to leave school early if they have poor chances of graduation (Haney 2000).
Others declare that lower rates of high school completion are acceptable if that is the price of higher
demonstrated competence among those who persst to graduation. However, thereisas yet little

evidence about the effects of higher standards on school dropout, eventua high school completion, or —
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for that maiter — on the academic achievements of high school graduates. That is, we are as yet poorly
equipped to assess the costs and benefits of tradeoffs between the quality and quantity of high school
graduates that may be entailed in slandards-driven educationa reforms.

This paper will not grestly reduce our ignorance about these important matters. Indeed, it is not
clear how long we may have to wait to observe the effects of educational change on dropout rates, or
whether the effects of visble policy changes may be swamped by other changes, for example, in overal
economic activity. Rather, it attempts to outline the recent socid and historic context of high school
dropout: Who drops out of high school? What are the mgjor socid and economic characteristics
affecting high school dropout? And how, over the past three decades, have changes in socia and

economic background interacted with and contributed to trends in high school dropout?

NATIONAL DROPOUT DATA OVER THREE DECADES

We use alarge st of repeated national cross-sectiona surveys to assess trends and differentials
in high school dropout among whites, African Americans, and Hispanics over the past 27 yearsin light
of changes in the socid and economic circumstances of their families of orientation. We describe the
overdl trends and differentias in dropout, the changing socid background of high school students, the
effects of socid background on high school dropout, and — most important — we report new findings
about the racid and ethnic trends and differentias in high school dropout that remain after family
background has been controlled satisticaly.

The andlysisis based upon some 167,400 youths aged fourteen to twenty-four, covered in
October Current Population Surveys (CPS), 1972 to 1998, who were subject to the risk of high school
dropout before completing the tenth, eeventh, or twelfth grades. We use a definition of the trangtion
from school enrollment to completion or non-enrollment developed by Kominski (1990) at the U.S.
Bureau of the Census and featured in the annua reports on trends in high school dropout that have been
made by the National Center for Education Statistics since 1988. Briefly, atenth- or eleventh-grade

dropout is someone who has completed at most the ninth or tenth grade, who is not enrolled in school
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in October of the survey year, and who was enrolled in school in the previous October. Thus, atenth-
grade dropout is a non-enrolled youth who completed the ninth grade in the survey year or who had
completed the ninth grade in an earlier year, was enrolled in school in the previous October, but did not
complete the tenth grade. A smilar definition applies to deventh-grade dropout. At the twelfth-grade
level, the definition is the same except persons who completed high school during the survey year are
separately identified and counted as non-dropouts.

This definition islessthan ided because it combines persons who did not continue from one
grade to the next in the survey year with persons who dropped out from the next higher grade leve
during the previous academic year, asif they were in the same cohort. For example, dropout in the
10" grade includes youth who |eft school after completing the 9 grade as well as those who left school
after sarting the 10" grade in the previous academic year. It dso failsto identify return enrollees
among this year's students at each grade level. Findly, the base of students at risk for 10" grade
dropout does not include students who failed the 10" grade in the previous academic year unless they
dropped out before the October survey.? Despite these problems, the definition is useful, perhaps more
S0 than definitions based upon grade completion and enrollment by a specific age, which fall to take
account of variation in age-grade progression (Hauser 1997, Hauser 2000).3 It probably assesses high
school dropout more accurately in the Hispanic population than measures based on high school
completion or current school enrollment because it excludes youth who have never been enrolled in
regular high schoolsiin this country.* That is, it istruly a measure of school-leaving, not merdly of non-
enrollment. Moreover, because the definition of high school dropout focuses on enrollment and grade
completion in the year preceding the survey, for the vast mgority of high school sudentsit is possibleto
link survey data on enrollment and dropout to socia and economic characterigtics of the parenta
household.

The datafile of potentia high school dropouts, which includes gpproximately 129,000 non-
Hispanic whites, 21,500 blacks, 11,100 Hispanics, and 5,800 persons of other race-ethnic groups, is
drawn from the Uniform October Current Population Survey file, 1968-1990 (Hauser, Jordan, and
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Dixon 1993; Hauser and Hauser 1993), as updated and supplemented by similar filesfor 1991 to
1998. For dl potentia dropouts, we know age, sex, race-ethnicity, grade at risk, region of residence,
and metropolitan location. Except among nondependent youth—those who are a householder or spouse
of a householder—and who are not a child or other relative of the householder, we have linked severd
relevant socid and economic characterigtics of the household and householders to the youth's record:
female-headed household, employment status of household head, number of children in household,
education of household head, education of spouse of head, occupation of household head, family
income, and housing tenure.

Over the past three decades, 3.1 percent of youths are nondependent at the tenth-grade
trangtion; 5 percent are nondependent at the eleventh-grade transition; and 11.8 percent are
nondependent at the twelfth-grade transition.® In genera, non-dependency is greater among women
than men, and it is greater among Hispanics and others than among whites or blacks. For example, a
the 10" grade level, non-dependency is 2.4 percent among men and 3.9 percent among women; at the
12" grade level, non-dependency is 8.3 percent among men and 15.1 percent among women. At the
12" grade level, 13.3 percent are nondependent among Hispanics, and 14.7 percent are non-
dependent among those in other race-ethnic groups. At the same trangtion, 12.0 percent of whites and
9.2 percent of African-Americans are non-dependent. Throughout the andlysis, we have normed most
findings on dependent youth. Socia background effects have been estimated only among dependent
youth, but effects of grade level, race-ethnicity, sex, age, region, and metropolitan location are based

upon all youth at each grade level, as are estimated trends in dropout rates.

TRENDSIN HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUT
Figure 1 shows estimated rates of high school dropout from 1993 to 1997 by race-ethnicity.

The estimates shown in the figure are three-year moving averages of datafrom 1992 to 1998 They
are based on the annua dropout rates, tabulated across grades 10 to 12 asin the annual NCES

dropout reports.” However, we have transformed the annual rates to gpproximate the rates of dropout
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that would be observed across dl three years of high school.2 These are only gpproximations for
severd reasons. First, they are based on annud, cross-section data, rather than on the experience of
real cohorts acrosstime. Second, they assume constancy in the probability of dropout across grades,
rather than the observed tendency for dropout to increase with grade level. From 1972 to 1998, the
dropout rate was 3.7 percent in the 10" grade, 4.7 percent in the 11" grade, and 8.9 percent in the
12" grade. Third, they ignore repeated school re-entry and dropout, and they include only enrollment
in regular school. Despite these drawbacks, we think the estimates provide vaid information about the
order of magnitude of dropout from secondary schools during the high school years.

Dropout among African-Americans and Higpanics was smilarly high throughout the 1970s — 25
to 30 percent. It rose toward the end of that decade, but was still lower among blacks at the end than
at the beginning of the 1970s. However, the black and Hispanic rates diverged in the late 1970s.
Dropout gradualy declined among African-Americans to between 15 and 20 percent, while it pesked
at closeto 30 percent until 1985 among Hispanics and then declined to about 20 percent in 1993 —
when the black rate was alower 15 percent. Both minority groups (and non-Hispanic whites)
experienced a sharp rise in dropout in the early to mid-1990s — perhaps partly an artifact of changing
survey methods in the early 1990s or aresult of improving economic conditions® — but the overall
decline resumed after 1995. Thus, dropout has been consgtently higher among Hispanics than among
African-Americans since the late 1970s.

Dropout has been much lower among non-Hispanic whites (hereafter, whites) and persons of
other race-ethnicity than among African-Americans or Higpanics. With the exception of brief periodsin
the mid 1970s and late 1980s, the level and trend among “others’ has closely tracked that among
whites. Among whites, dropout was 15 to 17 percent through the mid to late 1970s and then began a
dow and consistent decline to about 11 percent by the early 1990s. The white series shows arise from
1993 to 1995 that mimics— in muted form — that observed among blacks and Higpanics. Despite the
more rapid decline of dropout rates among African-Americans than among whites, race-ethnic

differentidls remain large. Based upon the most recent NCES report for October 1999, we estimate
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the three-year high school dropout ratesto be 11.5 percent among whites and others, 18.3 percent
among African-Americans, and 21.6 percent among Hispanics.

Two of the most important factors associated with school dropout are metropolitan and
suburban resdence. Thus, before undertaking a more detailed analysis of the correlates of school
dropout, we have examined trends and differentias in school dropout by location. In order to obtain
reliable estimates by race-ethnicity aswell as resdentia location, we have grouped years into three
nine-year categories. 1972 to 1980, 1981 to 1989, and 1990 to 1998. Figure 4 shows overal trends
in cumulative (three-year) high school dropout within five resdential categories. Mgor centrd cities
(and their rings) are 17 large metropolitan areas, which are identified consstently throughout the
October CPS series.’® Thethird and fourth categories include dl other reaively large metropolitan
areas.’! Thefifth category comprises smaller metropolitan areas, for which the Census Bureau does
not distinguish between centra cities and suburban rings, combined with non-metropolitan areas.'?

The clearest contrast in Figure 4 is between centrd cities and their suburban rings. Dropout is
consgently greater in central cities. For example, during the 1990s, the cumulative dropout rate was
18.0 percent in mgjor centrd cities and 19.2 percent in other centrd cities, while it was 10.2 percent
and 11.9 percent in their respective suburban rings. In addition, the overdl decline in school dropout
gppearsin al areas with but one exception. There was essentidly no change in dropout in other centra
cities between the 1980s and 1990s. The declineis most congstent in the large centrd cities, from 23.1
inthe 1970sto 21.6 in the 1980s and 18.0 in the 1990s. The largest decrease in dropout occurred in
the other (small metropolitan and non-metropolitan) areas between the 1970s and 1980s — from 19.0
percent to 13.7 percent.

Figure 5 shows separate trend data by area for each mgjor race-ethnic group. There are clear
differentids by area and time period among whites and African-Americans, which mirror thosein the
total population. That is, clear differences in dropout between centra cities and their rings occur in both
groups, along with a decrease in dropout rates acrosstime. For example, in the 1990s, the cumulative

dropout rate was 12.8 percent among whites and 15.0 percent among African-Americans in the mgor
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central cities, while it was 8.3 percent among whites and only 7.3 percent among blacks in the suburban
rings of those cities. In other metropolitan areas, dropout was 17.0 percent among whites and 19.9
percent among blacksin the centrd cities, but there was a much larger differentia in the suburban ring —
10.3 percent among whites and 17.3 percent among blacks. Thus, neither the differentia in dropout
between African-Americans and whites, nor that between centrd cities and their ringsis merely a
consequence of racia separation between schools in those two types of aress.

The trends and differentials are less clear anong Hispanics and persons of other race-ethnicity.
Dropout decreased steedily in small metropolitan areas and non-metropolitan areas among Hispanics
and persons of other race-ethnicity. However, Hispanic dropout rates show little change in the mgor
metropolitan aress.

While mgor metropolitan aress are identified by name in the October CPS data, the sampleis
not necessarily representetive at that level, and the numbers of observations are often small for specific
combinations of race-ethnicity, time-period, and centra city vs. suburban location. However, we think
it is gppropriate to mention afew observations for the very largest metropolitan areas. In New York
City, for example, there were at least 1200 observations for whites, African-Americans, and Hispanics,
and there — over the past 27 years — the estimated dropout rates were 15.0 percent for whites, 18.4
percent for blacks, and 23.1 percent for Hispanics. In the Los Angeles suburbs, the dropout rates
were 11.5 percent for whites and 26.4 percent among Hispanics. In the city of Los Angéles, the
dropout rates were 15.1 percent among whites, 20.0 percent among African-Americans, and 28.0
percent among Hispanics. In the city of Chicago, the dropout rate was 14.7 percent among whites,
26.2 percent among African-Americans, and 30.2 percent among Hispanics. Thus, these data support
our overdl finding that race-ethnic differentiasin dropout are large within residentid sectors of mgjor
metropolitan aress.

TRENDSIN SOCIAL BACKGROUND
Trends and differentials in high school dropout should be viewed in the context of population

change. Thus, we begin by reviewing trends and differentids in the characterigtics of high school
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students, combining the data across grades 10 to 12 in each survey year. In passing, we aso comment
on the measurement of the socid and economic background characteristics that later enter our
multivariate analysis of dropout. While there are no great surprisesin store, we believe this review of
the evidence is necessary because the characteristics of high school students may differ both from those
of al familieswith children in high school and from those of dl children of high school agein families
That is, because of the variance in number of children per family and its associaion with other family
characteridtics, the socid characteristics of high school students may differ from those of families
containing high school students. Also, while most children attend and complete high school, thereis
sectivity in the population of high school students, relative to dl children of high school age. This
sHectivity is presumably larger among populations, like minority youth, for whom high school dropout is
greater. For example, since dropout is greater among Hispanic than among non-Hispanic youth, one
might find fewer socioeconomic differentias between the households of Hispanic and non-Hispanic
youth who attend high school than between the households of al Hispanic and non-Hispanic youth.
Basic Demographic Characteristics

Figure 6 shows the rise of African-American, Hispanic, and other persons as a share of dl high
school students.®® From the 1970s to the 1990s the share of African American high school students
rose from 13.1 to 15.8 percent, while the share of Hispanicsrose from 5.3 to 11.6 percent, and the
share of other personsrose from 1.5 to 4.3 percent. Consequently, the share of whites fell from 80.0
to 68.3 percent of high school sudents. Thisis partly aresult of differentid fertility and immigration, but
it isaso aresult of decreasing high school dropout among minorities, rdldive to the white mgjority.**

Figure 7 shows trendsin the digtribution of dl high school students by resdence. The largest
share of high school students — between 34 and 38 percent — livesin smal metropolitan areas or in
non-metropolitan areas. There has been avery dight decline in the share of sudentsin the 17 largest
metropolitan areas — both in their central cities and suburban rings — from just over 10 percent to just
under 10 percent in the centra cities and from 17 percent to 15 percent in the suburbs. The share of

students in other metropolitan centers has aso declined, from 15.5 percent to 13.2 percent. However,
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the share in suburban rings of other metropolitan centers rose between the 1970s and 1980s, when it
was about 23 percent, to almost 26 percent in the 1990s.

Figure 8 shows trendsin the distribution of high school studentsin each racid-ethnic group by
metropolitan resdence. Each group has adistinctive resdentia distribution, which has perssted in spite
of maor population redisiribution. Few whites arein centrd cities: More than 80 percent are dmost
equaly divided between suburban rings and small cities or non-metropolitan areas. Half or more of
African-Americans and dmost aslarge a share of Higpanics live in centrd cities of metropolitan aress.
However, about 30 percent of African-American high school students, but only 20 percent of
Hispanics live outside the large metropolitan areas. Other race-ethnic minorities are roughly smilar in
resdentid digtribution to Hispanics, but they are increasingly lesslikely to live in mgjor centrd cities.

White students are becoming less likdly to live in one of the mgor metropolitan areas, while the
sharesin smaler cities and non-metropolitan areas have been stable. A congtant share of whites— 36
to 39 percent — residesin the other large metropolitan areas — those that were not among the top 17 in
1970. Within both types of areas, there has been ardative shift of whites from centrd cities to suburbs.
Among blacks, there has been a declining share of studentsin centra cities— from 54 percent in the
1970sto 47 percent in the 1990s, roughly balanced by an increasing share in suburbs of other
metropolitan areas — from 10 to 16 percent, but not by growth in the suburbs of the mgjor metropolitan
aress.

Among Higpanics, there was little change in metropolitan distribution from the 1970sto the
1990s. The main trend was a shift away from centra cities other than in the 17 mgjor areas. However,
among other race-ethnic groups there was a pronounced shift away from central cities and into
suburban rings. The percentage of studentsin central cities dropped from 42 to 34, while the share of
other students in suburban rings rose from 58 to 66 percent.

As shown in Figure 9, there has been amodest regiona redidtribution of high school students
over the past three decades, away from the East and Midwest into both the South and the West. The

share of students in the East declined from 23 to 19 percent, while that in the Midwest declined from 29
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to 25 percent. In the South, the share of high school students grew from 30 percent to 34 percent,
while in the West it rose from 18 to 22 percent.

There are distinctive distributions of race-ethnic groups by region. Figure 10 shows that whites
are amogt equdly distributed over the four Census regions, and there have been smal inter-regiona
shifts corresponding to those in the total population.  African American students remain concentrated in
the South—where more than haf reside—and only about 10 percent of black high school studentslivein
the West. The largest share of Hispanic high school students—about 45 percent-live in the West, and
there was a decline in the share of Hispanic sudents who live in the East from dmost 21 percent to
about 16 percent. Students of other race-ethnic groups are even more concentrated in the West than
Hispanics, but their share in other regions has gradually increased from 33 percent to 46 percent.

Figure 11 shows the age distribution of students at risk of dropout &t the tenth to twelfth grade
levels. The vast mgority are aged 16 to 18 at the time of the October surveys, but a modestly
increasing shareis 19 or older or 15 or younger. There are dso characterigtic differencesin age
distributions between white students and African-American, Hispanic, or other high school students.
These reflect srong differentias in age-grade progression as well as high school dropout (Hauser 2000;
Hauser, Pager, and Smmons 2000). As shown in Figure 12, blacks and Hispanics are more likely than
whites to be age nineteen or older when they are dlill in high school. Among whites, even in the 1990s,
no more than 8 percent of high school students are 19 years old or older, but 13 percent or more of
blacks and Hispanics were 19 or older in each period, and the percentage was only dightly lower
among students of other race-ethnic groups. Since the likelihood of dropout increases with age, the
difference in age distributions could partly account for observable differences in dropout between
whites and minorities.

Family and Socioeconomic Background Factors

Figure 13 shows three indicators of the family structure of high school students: the percentage
of students living in fema e-headed households, the percentage of household heads without occupations,
and the mean number of children (younger than nineteen years old) in the household. Femae headship
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increased in the households of African American high school students from 38 percent in 1973 to about
54 percent in 1994. Among Hispanics, female headship increased from 20 to 29 percent. Among
whites, female headship grew from 11 to 16 percent, and the level and trend were Ssmilar among
students of other race-ethnic groups.

We expect that a household without aworking head — that is, whose head is unemployed or not
in the labor force—is not only likely to be economicaly deprived, but aso, in many cases, it will not
provide a normative modd of market-oriented behavior or of successin that endeavor. There have
been no consgtent trends in the share of household heads without occupations — possibly excepting a
dight downward shift among African-Americans after the early 1980s. There are persstent ethnic
differentidsin the share of student households with working heads. Only about 11 percent of white
high school students live in a household without aworking head, compared to 31 percent of African
Americans, 25 percent of Higpanics, and 21 percent of students of other race-ethnicity.

The declining number of children per household is as dramatic a change in family structure as
the rise of femae headship. Since large numbers of siblings (of which the number of resdent childrenis
asomewhat defective proxy) have long been associated with low education, we would expect this
trend to contribute to a decline in high school dropout.® In the early 1970s, there were an average of
3.6 children younger than nineteen in the households of African American high school students, but this
had fdlen to 2.2 children by 1997. Among Higpanics, the mean number of children per household fell
from 3.3 to 2.5, and among whitesit decreased from 2.6 to 2.0. Among students of other race-
ethnicity, the number of children per household declined as much as among whites, from 2.8 to 2.2.

Figure 14 shows trends and differentids in the schooling of parents. As a matter of
convenience, we show the mean years of schooling of household heads and of mothers, but we later
show that there are distinct effects of the eementary and secondary schooling of parents and of their
post-secondary schooling. For this analyss, we define two parentd variables. one refersto the
household head, who may be mae or female, but is dways defined as the mae in atwo-parent

household; the other refers to mothers, who are the femal e spouses of heads in two-parent households.
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Thus, in Figure 14, students mothers who are single parents are classified as “household heads,” not as
“mothers.”

In terms of parental education, whites are consstently advantaged relative to African
Americans, who are congstently advantaged rdlative to Hispanics. Parental education increased among
whites and blacks, but mainly undulated among Hispanics. The mean years of school completed by
white household heads was 12.2 yearsin 1973, and it grew to 13.6 years by 1997. Likewise, the
educationa attainment of white mothersrose from 11.8 to 13.2 years. Among blacks, the mean
schooling of household heads grew from 9.2 yearsin 1973 to 12.3 yearsin 1997, and the mean
schooling of African American mothers grew from 10.0 yearsto 12.4 years.’®* Among Hispanics, the
mean years of schooling of parents was about 9 years for the decade after 1973, and there may have
been some growth in the schooling of household heads after 1983.1" We suspect that the meager
growth in schooling among the parents of Hispanic high school students partly reflects the continuing
immigration of Higpanics. The mean educationd attainment parents of students of other race-ethnicity
was just short of 11 yearsin 1973, and by 1997, it had increased to 13.3 years among household
heads and 12.7 percent among mothers. We would expect these trendsin parental schooling to lead to
lower rates of school dropout among al groups except Hispanics.

Figure 15 shows trends and differentids in four indicators of the socioeconomic status of high
school students: occupational status of the household head, percentage of household heads with farm
occupations, mean annua household income, and percentage of households in owner-occupied
dwdlings. Occupationd statusis much higher among the heads of white than of black or Hispanic
households.*® Occupationa status of household heads has increased regularly among whites, blacks,
and others, but not among Higpanics. Other things being equd,, these trends will tend to reduce high
school dropout in the first three groups. Farm occupetions are rare among the heads of households of
high school students, and they are declining among whites and blacks. At one time, farm background

was associated with lower life chances, but, as reported later, we find that the net effect of farm
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background on dropout is negative in dl racid and ethnic groups. Thus, other things being equd, the
dedlinein farm origins will tend to increase high school dropout.™®

The CPS household income item is not of high quaity (Hauser 1991), but it isauseful, if rough,
indicator of economic standing. It isbased upon a single, grouped item pertaining to the twelve months
preceding each household's entry into the Current Population Survey. There were greet differencesin
household incomes among whites, blacks, and Hispanics; Figure 15 shows that in constant 1988 dollars
white families earned about $27,000, Hispanic families about $14,500, black families about $12,000,
and other families about $20,600. The economic cycles of the past 30 years are evident within each
race-ethnic category, but they are more clearly defined among African-Americans and others than
among whites or Hispanics. In the case of Hispanics, cyclica effects are overlaid on agradud decline
of red income from the 1970s to the 1990s, from about $17,000 to about $13,300.%° There appears
to be no overdl trend toward growth or decline in the redl family incomes of the other three categories
of student households over the past three decades.

Home ownership is a crude measure of wedth. It may aso reflect stability in the economic and
socid stuation of ahousehold, or in the quality of neighborhoods where students live. In any of these
cases, we would expect home ownership to decrease the chances of high school dropout. The white
advantage in home ownership is even sharper than that in household income. About 85 percent of
white high school students came from familiesin owner-occupied housing, compared to about 65
percent of Hispanics and 55 percent of blacks and others. There was a dight decline in home
ownership among the families of white graduates after 1981, and there has been a sharp fdl in home
ownership among Higpanic households. Among blacks, there was a dight and irregular decline in home
ownership throughout the period. Only among students from other race-ethnic groups has home
ownership been relaively stable. Owner occupancy is associated with reduced dropout, so we would
expect the declining prevaence of home ownership among blacks and Hispanics to increase rates of
high school dropot.
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RACE-ETHNICITY AND HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUT

The observed association between race-ethnicity and high school dropout may be explained in
part by differencesin resdentia location and in family and socioeconomic background. Moreover, we
have seen that the distributions of those explanatory factors have changed over time. Thus, we have
looked to see how well the potentia explanatory factors help account for trends and differentialsin high
school dropout among race-ethnic groups. Figure 16 shows estimated effects of race-ethnicity on high
school dropout in sdlected logistic regresson modds, estimated separately at each grade level. The
samplest mode includes only race-ethnicity, gender, and cdendar year. The next modd adds effects of
regiona and metropolitan location, and the find mode aso adds effects of family and socioeconomic
background variables. By comparing effects of race-ethnicity across the three models, we can see
whether the explanatory variables account for the effects of group membership.

In each modd, the effects shown for blacks, Hispanics, and others, in each case contrast the
odds of high school dropout in the named group with the odds among non-Hispanic whites. The
contragts are expressed as the difference between the odds of dropout in the named group with the
odds among whites. For example, at the 10" grade level and in the first modd, the odds of high school
dropout are dightly more than 0.4 greater among Hispanics than among whites. Equivaently, we could
say that the odds of dropout are 1.4 times as large among Hispanics as among whites. The patterns of
the effects are Smilar a each grade level. Higpanics and —to alesser extent — blacks have higher
overal dropout rates than whites or members of other race-ethnic groups. The observed differences
arelarger in the 11'" grade than in the 10" grade, and larger in the 12" grade than in the 11" grade.
Regiona and metropolitan location explain only asmall fraction of the observed race-ethnic
differentids. As shown earlier, race-ethnic differentials in dropout gppear within loca aress; they are
not merely a matter of resdentia location. However, when family and socioeconomic background
factors are controlled, the effects of minority status are reversed. That is, among persons of equivaent

socid origins, minorities are less likely to drop out than are whites. For example, a the 10 grade
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level, in dl three minority groups the odds of dropout are about 0.6 less than among whites. This
reversd islargest in the 10" grade, and it is much smaller a the 12" grade level. However, the finding
strongly suggests that differentidsin high school dropout between minority and mgority sudents are
primarily afunction of family and socioeconomic background and only secondarily depend on
resdentid location.

We have tested this finding by looking at the October CPS datain other ways. Figure 17
reports an anadysis pardld to that in Figure 16, except the models have been run independently in each
of three, successive, nine-year time periods. The findings are smilar in each time period, and they
closdly pardld those of Figure 16. Overdl differentiasin dropout are largest between Hispanics and
whites, but the differentials between blacks and whites are dso quite large. These effects are reduced
modestly when metropolitan and regiond location are controlled, and they are reversed when family
and socioeconomic background is controlled. In Figure 18, we report a pardld anaysis where the
sample has been split into four age groups— 16 and under, 17, 18, and 19 and older. Again, Hispanic-
white dropout differences exceed those between blacks and whites. The differentias are reduced
dightly when metropolitan and regiona location are controlled, and they are reduced or diminated
when family and socioeconomic background is controlled.

Our finding that family and socioeconomic background account for — or even reverse — minority
disadvantage in school dropout is not unique. It isaso not widdly known, and the reasons for the
reversa are dso not well understood. While the CPS data cannot tell us why this happens, one
plausible explanation is that opportunities outside of school are greater for whites than for minorities.
That is, other things being equa, minorities stay in school longer than whites because they lack attractive
opportunities outside of school. This explanation is consstent with the pattern of effects throughout
Figures 16, 17, and 18, and it is also consistent with the smaller reversdsin the 12" grade, relative to
lower grades, and at ages 18 and higher, relative to younger ages. That is, as youth complete more
schooling or grow older, differentidsin labor market opportunity between magority and minority

populations grow smaller.
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DEMOGRAPHIC AND SOCIOECONOMIC FACTORSIN DROPOUT

Figures 19 to 25 display effects on dropout in the full modd estimated separately in each race-
ethnic group. That is, the modd includes gender, age, grade leve, dependency status, and the full set of
family and socioeconomic background varigbles. We examine the effect of each variable — after other
effects have been taken into account — and we compare each effect among whites, blacks, Hispanics,
and youth of other race-ethnicity.

Figure 19 shows the changes in odds of dropout associated with grade-level. Each effect is
expressed relative to the odds of dropout among 10" graders of the same race-ethnicity. The
estimated effects of grade level are independent of those of age. In the 11" grade, the odds of dropout
among whites and Hispanics are increased by about 50 percent (0.5) relative to the 10" grade, and the
differentiad in dropout is dightly smdler among youth of other race-ethnicity. Among blacks, thereisa
very small difference in dropout between the 10 and 11" grades. In all four groups, the odds of
dropout are much higher in the 12" grade. It islargest among Hispanics, where the odds increase by
3.5 reative to the 10" grade and by 3 relative to the 11™ grade. Among whites the increase is more
than 2.5, and among blacks and others, it isabout 1.5. Overdl, dropout increases with grade level
during the high school years, and the chances of dropout are much larger in the 12" grade than in the
10" or 11" grades.

In Figure 20, we show the effects of age on high school dropout; here, the contrast of each age
is with the chances of dropout at age 17 within the same race-ethnic group. The estimates are
independent of the effects of grade level. Note that the range of the vertical scalein Figure 20 is much
broader than that of Figure 19; that is, the effects of higher ages on dropout are larger by far than those
of gradelevel. The estimates show increased risk of dropout at exceptiondly young aswell as at older
ages; we have no explanation for this anomaly.?* The effects of ages 16 vs. 17 and 18 vs. 17 are rather
modest — at least by comparison with older ages — but at ages 19 and higher the risk of dropout
increases sharply and rapidly. Also, there are condtent race-ethnic differentials in the effects of older

ages. The effects are much larger among Hispanics and others than among whites or blacks.
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However, we do not want to place too much emphasis on the large effects of ages above 19; recdl that
these effects pertain to asmadl fraction of students enrolled in regular schools.

Much of the difference in dropout among metropolitan locations is associated with the different
populations of studentsin those areas. However, as shown in Figure 21, metropolitan residence
remains sgnificant and consstent source of differencesin the chances of school dropout. In thisfigure,
for each race-ethnic group, the effects compare a given place of residence with residence in the central
city of one of the 17 mgor metropolitan areas. The main findings are that persons of other race-
ethnicity have much higher chances of dropout in locations other than one of those centrd cities, while
the chances of dropout are dmost aways reduced in the other three race-ethnic groups. In particular,
among blacks the odds of dropout are reduced in any other area, and the effects are substantial —-0.33
and -0.46 —in mgjor suburbs and in smaler and non-metropolitan areas. Thereisrddively little
variation in Hispanic dropout across the categories of metropolitan residence.

In every race-ethnic group, dropout is consistently greater in the Midwest, South, and West
than in the East. Figure 22 shows the regiona differentidsin dropout for each race-ethnic group,
relaive to the East. The odds of dropout are at least 0.08 higher in every ethnic group and in every
region; in most cases the odds of dropout are higher by at least 20 percent (0.2). Whites do better in
the South and West than in the East or Midwest. Among blacks, excepting the lower dropout ratesin
the Eadt, there is rdatively little regiond variation. In particular, African-Americans are not at amuch
larger disadvantage in the South — relative to the Midwest or West. Yet it isin the South where about
haf of al black high-school students live and where discriminatory traditions and practices are most
deeply entrenched. A smilar observation holds for Hispanics, thet thereisrelatively little variation in
dropout among the Midwest, South, and West. The largest regiond differentials occur among youth of
other race-ethnicity. Their chances of high school dropout are much larger in the Midwest and South,
than in either the East or the West. Those effects may be accountable in terms of the differing ethnic
compoasition of the “other” category in different regions of the nation, but the CPS data do not permit a

more thorough investigation of that issue. It isworth noting, however, that because of the heavy
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concentration of “others’ in the West, the large effectsin the Midwest and South do not pertainto a
large number of students.

Figure 23 shows the effects of household structure on high school dropout within each race-
ethnic group. Each estimate gives the effect of a one unit change in an explanatory variable; these are
comparable across race-ethnic groups, but not necessarily across variables. In the case of female
headship and non-employed, the coefficient tells us the effect of a shift between the two vaues of the
vaiable. Thus, among whites, afemale head (vs. mae head of household) increases the odds of high
school dropout by 0.47, and a non-employed head (vs. an employed head of household) increases the
odds of high school dropout by 0.28. It is striking that the effects of fema e headship and non-
employment of the household head are much larger anong whites than in minority populations —
excepting the enormous disadvantage of non-employment — 100 percent — among youth of other race-
ethnicity. The most sdlient comparison in the effect of femae headship is between whites—for whom
the effect is 0.47 — and African-Americans — for whom the effect of female headship on high school
dropout isonly 0.06. The coefficient of total number of children gives the effect of one additiond child;
the increase in the odds of dropout is about 8 percent (0.8) among whites, blacks, and Hispanics, but it
is 18 percent among persons of other race-ethnicity.

The effects of parenta education on high school dropout in each race-ethnic group are shown
in Figure 24. Here, the estimates are gtrictly comparable across variables and groups because each
pertains to a one-year change in educationd attainment. We have estimated separate effects of K-12
and post-secondary schooling because the effects of post-secondary schooling are typicdly larger than
those of K-12 schooling. Except in the case of spouse’s (usually mother’s) K-12 educetion, there are
only modest differences among race-ethnic groups in the effects of parental schooling. Inthe
exceptiond case, spouse’ s K-12 educeation has amuch larger effect among whites than in any of the
minority groups. The scae of Figure 24 is compressed because the effects pertain to a shift of asingle
year of schooling, but the effects are actualy quite large and important. For example, each year of a

mother’ s post-secondary schooling is associated with a 10 percent (-0.10) decline in the odds of high
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school dropout. Thisimplies a difference of 40 percent between youth whose mothers completed high
school and those whose mothers completed college.

Figure 25 shows the effects of socioeconomic background variables on the odds of dropout in
the four race-ethnic groups. A 10 point shift in head's occupationd status (on the Duncan scale)
reduces the odds of dropout by 10 to 14 percent among whites and others, but by only 3 to 5 percent
among African-Americans and Hispanics. The effects of a head with afarm occupation are enormoudy
variable by race-ethnicity. Farm occupation reduces the odds of high school dropout by amost half
among white youth, but by only 14 percent among African-Americans. However, among Hispanics, it
increases the chances of dropout by about 5 percent, and among other race-ethnic groups it increases
the chances of dropout by 273 percent. The latter effect is not shown on the diagram because it would
digtort the scale of dl of the other effects. The effect of aone unit risein the log of income islarger
among whites than among minorities, and the effects are successively smadler anong blacks, Hispanics,
and others. The effects shown in Figure 26 are mideadingly large, for aone unit change in the naturd
log of income corresponds to a very large dollar change. For example, at the mean of the respective
groups, the dollar increases would be $46,000, $20,500, $25,000, and $35,000 among whites,
blacks, Hispanics, and others.

Home ownership has a conastently large and sdutary effect on dropout in every race-ethnic
group. Itisassociated with at least a 30 percent (-0.3) decline in the odds of dropout in every group,
and among whites the effect is 46 percent. These large effects are rather difficult to interpret. They
may indicate influences of neighborhood quality or sability or of family wedth.

SOCIAL BACKGROUND AND TRENDSIN DROPOUT

The sgnificant effects of resdentia location and socid background on dropout, together with
changesin location and background, imply that observed trends in dropout may, in part, be explained
by changes in student population characterigtics. In Figure 26 we show the implications of our andyses

for the explanation of trendsin dropout. The andlysis was carried out separately in each of the four
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race-ethnic groups. Each plot shows two trend lines: observed and adjusted. The observed line shows
the odds of dropout by calendar year (in three-year moving averages) in alogistic regresson mode that
includes only effects of gender, grade-level, age, and dependency status. The adjusted line shows the
oddsin the full logidtic regresson modd that aso includes regiona and metropolitan location and family
and socioeconomic background. 1n each case, the odds of dropout in 1972 are taken as the reference
point for the time series.

There are large differences in findings among the four race-ethnic groups. Within each group —
as we should expect from the glacid speed of population change — the overdl shape of the observed
and adjusted trend linesissimilar. Among whites— and to alesser degree among African-Americans—
the adjusted trend lines aways lie above the observed trend lines. Thisimpliesthat changesin location
and background have tended to reduce the chances of dropout. That is, dropout would be higher if it
were not for favorable changesin location and background. The effect of those changesis given by the
distance between the two trend line. Thus, among whites in the late 1990s, the odds of dropout would
have declined by only about 10 percent from 1972, except for favorable changes in location and
background. Because of those changes aong with the secular trend, the odds of dropout are less than
70 percent aslarge asin 1972. The effect of changing population composition is less among African-
Americans than among whites, but the secular trend islarger. Wereit not for changesin location and
background, the odds of dropout among blacks would have declined by about 25 percent since 1972,
but the combined effects of the secular trend and of changesin socid background have reduced those
odds by more than 40 percent. In the case of Hispanics and of other race-ethnic groups, there has
been no consigtent effect of the changing residential location and socid background of students.

Population change has neither improved nor reduced the chances of dropout in those groups.

DISCUSSION
We think that our analysis provides a strong factud basis for discussions about the sources of

high school dropout and policies that may affect the future trgjectory of dropout. To be sure, we should
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not rest with analyses that necessarily leave out the al-important factor of academic achievement and
that gloss over the more proximate socid processes of school leaving. At the same time, our work
does provide along-term perspective on current policies and — unlike the larger share of dropout
research — it gpplies consstent, if imperfect, methods and standards to the measurement of dropout
across time and place.

If nothing else, we think that our analysis hasidentified three magor sources of trend in
dropout.?? The first — about which we have said very little, despite its great importance —isthe
changing date of the economy, especidly asit affects the demand for labor among youth with varying
levels of education and skill. The second is the changing geographic and socid composition of high
school students. These changes include not only the growth of African-American, Hispanic, and other
minority groups, but aso the changing residentid location, family structure, and socioeconomic standing
of those groups. The third mgor source of change is educationd policy. The focus of this conference
lies squarely on changes in educationa standards and in the implementation of those sandards —
especidly through high stakes testing — but we should not forget that the dynamics of high school

dropout occur in the context of other socia and economic changes.
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Endnotes

1 However, the operationd definition of 90 percent high school completion has varied from time to
time (Hauser 1997).

2 To identify students repeating the 10" grade, one would have to know the grade in which students
were enrolled in the year preceding the survey, aswell as the highest grade completed. This problem
occurs only at the 10" grade level, not at grades 11 or 12.

3The NCES reports distinguish among event, status, and cohort dropout rates. The measure used
hereinisan event rate. A staus rate pertains to the share of persons a a given age, e.g., eighteen and
nineteen years old, who have neither completed the twelfth grade nor are currently enrolled in high
school at the survey date. A cohort rateis Smilar conceptually to an event rate, but the NCES reports
use the former term for dropout over asingle year and the latter for dropout over alonger time period
in a cohort that has been followed longitudinaly. For further discusson of the conceptudization and
measurement of high school dropout, see Kominski (1990), Pdllas (1989), and Hauser (1997).

4 That is, in apopulation experiencing substantia in- and out-migration, school dropout may be
quite different from afailure to have completed schooling.

®One of the reasons we have declined to andyze a status dropoit rate, e.g., the share of eighteen-
and nineteen-year-olds who are neither high school graduates nor enrolled in high schoal, istheat the
event measure yields higher coverage of youth who gill resde in their parenta household, thus linking
the socid and economic characterigtics of parents to those of their children.

® Thus, athough the andysis is based upon data from 1972 through 1998, most graphics show
lower and upper limits of 1973 and 1997.

" We have cross-checked our estimates against those in the most recent NCES report (Kaufman,
Kwon, Klein, and Chapman 2000, Table B3).

8 The estimates are the complement of the third power of year-to-year persistencein high school.

That is, if d isthe probability of dropout in asingle year, the estimated percentage of three-year dropout
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isD=100x[11 (11 d)7.

° There were two mgjor changesin the October CPS that affected dropout ratesin the early 1990s.
Firdt, the new Census educationd attainment measure was introduced in 1992. It distinguished high
school graduation (including completion of the GED) from completion of the 12" grade. This new
measure led to a sharp increase in estimated dropout rates in the 12 grade (McMillen, et a. 1994).
Second, the CPS shifted from paper and pencil to computer assisted interviewing in 1994, and this
tended to improve the qudity of responses by reducing branching errors by interviewers.

19 These are New York, NY; Los Angeles-Long Beach, CA; Chicago, IL; Philadelphia, PA;
Detroit, MI; San Francisco-Oakland, CA; Washington, DC-MD-VA; Boston, MA; Pittsburgh, PA;
. Louis, MO-IL; Bdtimore, MD; Cleveland, OH; Houston, TX; Newark, NJ, Minnegpolis-St Paull,
MN; Ddlas, TX; and Milwaukee, WI.

1 In some cases, the other metropolitan areas are now larger than those originally recognized as the
17 largest areas in the October CPS data.

12 We are unable to separate the non-metropolitan areas from smaller cities because these have not
been classified consigtently across time in the October CPS data.

BHere and throughot, the titles of the figures refer to “high school students a risk of dropout.” By
this, we do not intend the current reference to “at risk students,” meaning “high risk students,” but rather
the fact that any student who attends high school may conceivably leave school without completing a
grade or may fail to re-enroll after completing agrade.

““For convenience in the andlysis, and because it makes little difference in the findings, we have
partly ignored the officid convention that “Hispanics may be of any race” All blacks, regardless of
other ethnic origin, are classified as black. Higpanic refers to persons who would otherwise be classified
aswhite or other.

> Number of children in the household is a proxy for the student’s number of (biologica or socia)
shlings, but it isfar from a perfect measure. The main issueis that sudents of high school age may well
have older sblings who no longer livein the parenta household.



24

®Because of our definition of household headship, the growth of schooling among African American
household heads reflects both the increasing schooling of parents and the increasing prevalence of
female headship. Higtoricaly, black women have been more likely to complete high school than black
men.

Y"Because of the small number of Hispanicsin the sample, the trend data fluctuate more than one
could reasonably believe, and we are not sure whether thistrend isreliable.

80ccupationd status is based on the Duncan scale, as updated by Stevens and Featherman (1981)
and Stevens and Cho (1985). It isaweighted average of the share of occupational incumbents with
high education and with high earnings, where the weights were chosen to predict survey-based ratings
of occupationa prestige.

¥This may be an artifact of the low placement of farmers on the Duncan scale of occupationa
datus. That is, the negative effect of farm occupations on high school dropout may beread asa
contrast between the effect of the low education and income of farm occupations and the actua
dropout behavior of farm youth.

\We estimated household income by taking the antilogarithms of mean log incomes; thus, on the
assumption that the log of income is digtributed symmetricaly, the reported figures are rough estimates
of median household income.

21 Saff at the Census Bureau have suggested to us that this may be an artifact of age misreporting.

22 \Weignore methodologica changesin survey measurement and populaion coverage, those these
have dso certainly affected our findings in the 1990s.
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Figure 1. Cumulative High School Dropout Rate
by Race-Ethnicity: Persons 14 to 24 Years Old, 1973 to 1997
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Figure 2. Cumulative High School Dropout Rate
by Gender: Persons 14 to 24 Years Old, 1973 to 1997
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Figure 3. Trends in Cumulative High School Dropout by Race-Ethnicity and
Gender: High School Students at Risk of Dropout, 1972 to 1998
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Figure 4. Trends in Cumulative High School Dropout by Metropolitan
Location: High School Students at Risk of Dropout, 1972 to 1998
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Figure 5. Trends in Cumulative High School Dropout by Race-Ethnicity and
Metropolitan Location: High School Students at Risk of Dropout, 1972 to 1998
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Figure 6. Persons 14 to 24 Years Old and at Risk
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Figure 7. Trends in Metropolitan Distribution:
High School Students at Risk of Dropout, 1973 to 1997
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Figure 8. Trends in Metropolitan Distribution by Race-Ethnicity:
High School Students at Risk of Dropout, 1972 to 1998
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Figure 9. Trends in Regional Distribution:
High School Students at Risk of Dropout, 1972 to 1998
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Figure 10. Trends in Regional Distribution by Race-Ethnicity:
High School Students at Risk of Dropout, 1972 to 1998
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Figure 11. Trends in Age Distribution:
High School Students at Risk of Dropout: 1973-1997
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Figure 12. Trends in Age Distribution by Race-Ethnicity:
High School Students at Risk of Dropout, 1972 to 1998
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Figure 13. Trends in Household Structure by Race-Ethnicity:
High School Students at Risk of Dropout, 1973 to 1997
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Figure 14. Trends in Parental Schooling by Race-Ethnicity:
High School Students at Risk of Dropout, 1973 to 1997

Mean Years of Schooling of Household Heads
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Figure 15. Trends in Socioeconomic Status by Race-Ethnicity:
High School Students at Risk of Dropout, 1973 to 1997
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Figure 16. Effects of Race-Ethnicity on the Odds of
High School Dropout by Grade Level
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Note: Effects are differences in odds relative to whites.



Figure 17. Effects of Race-Ethnicity on the Odds of
High School Dropout in the 1970s to the 1990s
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Note: Effects are differences in odds relative to whites.



Change in Odds
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Figure 18. Effects of Race-Ethnicity on the Odds of
High School Dropout by Age
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Figure 19. Effects of Grade Level on
High School Dropout by Race-Ethnicity
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Note: Effects are differences
in odds relative to the tenth grade.



Figure 20. Effects of Age on
High School Dropout by Race-Ethnicity
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Figure 21. Effects of Metropolitan Status on
High School Dropout by Race-Ethnicity
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Figure 22. Effects of Region on
High School Dropout by Race-Ethnicity
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Figure 23. Effects of Household Structure on
High School Dropout by Race-Ethnicity
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Note: Effects give the change in odds
associated with a one unit change in the variable.
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Figure 24. Effects of Parents' Education on
High School Dropout by Race-Ethnicity
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Figure 25. Effects of Socioeconomic Status on
High School Dropout by Race-Ethnicity
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Note: Effects give the change in odds
associated with a one unit change in the variable.
Effect of farm among "others" not shown.
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Figure 26. Trends in High School Dropout by Race-Ethnicty:
Observed and Adjusted for Social Background
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Note: Trends are shown as odds of dropout relative to 1972.



