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The High Cost of High School Dropouts
What the Nation Pays for Inadequate High Schools

Every school day, seven thousand students become dropouts. Annually, that adds up to about 1.2
million students who will not graduate high school with their peers as scheduied. Lacking a high
school diploma, these individuals will be far more likely to spend their lives neriodicatty
unemployed, on government assistance, or cycling in and out of the prison system.

Most high school dropouts see the result of their decision to leave school most clearly in the
slimness of their wallets. The average annual income for a high school dropout in 2004 was
$16,485, compared 10 $26.156 for a high school graduate, a difference of $9.671 (L1.5. Bureauv of
the Census, 2005). The impact on the country’s economy is less visible, but it is nevertheless
staggering.

If the nation’s secondary schools improved enough that they were able to graduate sb of thew
students, rather than the 68 to 70 percent of students that are currently graduated annually
(Editorial Projects in Education, 2006), the payoff would be significant. For fnsta i ik
students whe dropped out of the
class of 2006 had graduated, the
nation’s economy would have
benefited from an additional $309
billion in income over their
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Students Whe Learn More Earn More

Rescarch by Cecilia Rouse, professor of cconomics and public affairs at Princeton U niversity.
shows that each dropout, over his or her lifetime, costs the nation approximately $260,000 (Rouse,
2005). Unless high schools are able to graduate their students at higher rates, more than 12 million



students will drop out during the course of the - o
next decade. The result will be a loss to the Whio Dossicl L
nation of $3 irillion.
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rates; even when dropouts arc employed, they R
earn significantly lower wages than graduates. State and local economies sufter further wien they
have less-educated populaces, as they find it more difficult to attract new business i
Simultaneously. these entitics must spend more on social programs when their popilation: feve
lower educational levels.

The nation’s economy and competitive standing also suffers when there are high dropout rates.
Among developed countries, the United States ranks seventeenth in high school graduation g tes
and fourteenth in college graduation rates (Organisation for Econoniic Co-Operation and
Development, 2006). Dropouts represent a tremendous waste of human potential and produci ity
and reduce the nation’s ability to compete in an increasingly global economy.
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High school graduates, on the other hand, provide both economic and social benefits to socie v {n
addition to carning higher wages, which results in attendant benefits to local, state, and naiic ol
cconomic conditions, high school graduates live longer (Muennig, 2005). are less likely to o men
parents (Haveman et al., 2001), and are more likely to raise healthier, better-educated chitdron, In
fact, children of parents who graduate from high school are themselves far more tikely to graduate
from high school than are children of parents without a high school degree (Wolfe & Haveman,
2002). High school graduates are also less likely to commit crimes (Raphael, 2004), rely ou
government health care (Muennig, 2005), or use other public services such as food stamps or




housing assistance (Garfinkel et al., 2005). Additionally, high school graduates engage in civic

activity, including voting and volunteering in their communities, at higher levels (Junn, 2005).

Reducing Dropouts by Improving High Schools

To increase the number of students who graduate
from high school, the nation’s secondary schools
must be dramatically improved. Although the
investments made in the early grades are beginning
to pay off, with higher student reading scores and a
reduction in the achievement gap between white
and minority students (U.S. Department of
Education, 2005), too many of America’s high
schools are still serving their students poorly.

In a recent survey of high school dropouts,
respondents indicated that they felt alienated at
school and that no one even noticed if they failed
to show up for class. High school dropouts also
complained that school did not reflect real-world
challenges. More than half of respondents said that
the major reason for dropping out of high school
was that they felt their classes were uninteresting
and irrelevant (Bridgeland & di lulio, 2006).
Others leave because they are not doing well
academically; only about 30 percent of high school
students read proficiently, which generally means
that as the material in their textbooks becomes
increasingly challenging, they drop increasingly
further behind.

Whatever the causes, the nation can no longer afford to have a third of its students leaving school

How Much
High School Dropout Cost?

Researchers have started to examine
various annual and lifetime costs
associated with high school dropouts.
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without a diploma. Our high schools must be improved to give all students the excellent edug ion
that will prepare them for college or work, and to be productive members of society.

For more information about the state of America’s high schools,
and to find out what individuals and organizations can do

to support effective reform at the local, state, and federal levels,

visit the Alliance for Excellent Education’s websiteat .+ o0
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Estimated Additional Lifetime Income if High School Dropouts Graduated With Their
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