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1.  Introduction ñThe Rising Stakes of Graduation  

The condition of the nationôs high schools stands as a central concern among both educators and policymakers. In particular, 

independent researchðonce viewed as controversial but now increasingly acknowledged by elected and appointed officials in the 

highest levels of governmentðhas revealed a state of affairs in which three in ten students fail to finish high school with a diploma 

and in which barely half of historically disadvantaged minority students graduate  (Exhibit 1.1) . The term ñcrisisò has frequently, and 

rightly,  been used to describe the challenges facing Americaôs high schools.  

The extent to which graduation has factored into recent debates over educational reform, the nationôs economic vitality, and the 

direction of the domestic public policy more generally attests to the issueôs importance. In the final year of the Bush administration, 

for example, the U.S. Department of Education issued a series of regulatory changes affecting Title I of the federal No Child Left 

Behind Act, which governs school accountability. Those regulations bring major changes to the methods used to measure 

graduation rates, the goals or targets set for high school completion, and the consequences faced by schools and districts that fail 

to meet those established performance and improvement benchmarks. To a large extent, these changes were the result of 

criticisms that had mounted over several years regarding flawed and inconsistent approaches for calculating graduation rates and 

the low standards to which schools were being held in many states, all of which had taken hold under the prior regulatory 

framework.   

High school reform has also become a central component of the new Obama administrationôs emerging education agenda. 

Frequently addressed on the campaign trail, the nationôs dropout crisis featured prominently in the presidentôs first major address 

on education. Notably, earning a high school diploma has increasingly been described not just as a source of individual economic 

benefit but also as an essential foundation for the nationôs competitiveness in a rapidly globalizing world economy. The 2007 

America COMPETES Act recognized a quality high school education as an essential component of a broader strategy for maintaining 

Americaôs place in the international economy. More recently, as the country and its leaders at all levels of public life grapple with 

the severe fiscal crisis of the past year, education continues to garner attention as a crucial path to economic recovery.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

70.6

50.6
55.3

57.8

77.6
81.3

67.8

75.3

60.9

71.7
74.0 75.3

All students Native 

American

Black Hispanic White Asian Male Female City Town Rural Suburb

G
ra

d
u
a

tio
n
 ra

te
 p

e
rc

e
n
ta

g
e

  (
2

0
0

4
-0

5
)

1.1.  National High School Graduation Rates, Class of 2005

SOURCE:EPE Research Center, 2009.  Analysisof data from the Common Core of Data (U.S. Department of Education).
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The pivotal role of high school graduation in todayôs world must be understood in the broader context of the major advances that 

have been made in educational attainment during the past several decades. As illustrated in Exhibit 1.2, since the mid -1970s, 

average educational level the nationôs workforce has steadily risen. In 1975, a significant share of U.S. workersð38 percentðhad 

not completed a high school education. That group outnumbered college-educated workers by a margin of nearly three -to-one. 

Three decades later, the situation had essentially reversed, as the percent of nongraduate workers had shrunk by half and the 

share of workers with a college degree doubled.  

Paralleling this upward trend in levels of schooling was a marked shift in the economic returns to education (Exhibit 1.3). From 

1975 to 2006, income levels steadily rose for the workforce as a whole, with incrementally larger benefits coming with each 

successive level of completed schooling. The income of the average high school graduate, measured in constant 2006 dollars, rose 

by 6 percent over this period. Larger increases were found among workers with some college education (10 percent), a Bachelorôs 

degree (23 percent), or a graduate or professional education (31 percent).  

Further examination reveals that income levels declined for only one group. Among workers who had not completed high school, 

earnings dropped by 10 percent. Together these long-term patterns suggest an emerging economic environment characterized by 

both greater competition (due to rising schooling levels) and widening disparities in outcomes (as economic returns accelerate with 

progressively higher levels of education).  As of 2007, those without a high school education accounted for 13 percent of the 

nationôs adult population, but only 6 percent of its collective income  (Exhibit 1.4) . By contrast, those with advanced degrees (who 

make up 11 percent of the p opulation) account for a disproportionate share of all dollars earned (22 percent).  
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SOURCE: EPE Research Center 2009. Analysis of data from theCurrent Population Survey (Bureau of Labor Statistics), various years.

1.2.  Educational Attainment in the U.S. Labor Force, 1975 to 2006
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1.3.  Trends in Income by Educational Level, 1975 to 2006  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.4.  Unequal Shares of Economic Success  
 
This graphic illustrates the distributions of the adult population and of total income earned collectively by all adults, according to the specified 
levels of education. High school dropouts account for 13 percent of the adult population but less than 6 percent of all dollars earned. By 
contrast, individuals with graduate and professional degrees comprise only 11 percent of the population but account for 22 pe rcent of all 
earnings.  

 

  
 
        SOURCE:  EPE Research Center, 2009.  Analysis of data from the 2007 American Community Survey (U.S. Census Bureau). 
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This report, a successor to 2008ôs Cities in Crisis, takes stock of high school graduation in the nationôs 50 largest cities and their 

broader metropolitan areas. In addition, we will consider the progress that has been mad eðor, in some cases, the ground that has 

been lostðduring the past decade. While the scale of the dropout crisis remains troubling, it is worth noting that the majority of the 

nationôs largest cities have seen improvements in their graduation rates over this period and that some of those gains have been 

substantial.  

Closing the Graduation Gap also maps the intersection between education and the economy, as it relates to the impact of schooling 

on the key economic outcomes of employment, income, and poverty . Specifically, our focus will be on the nationôs largest 

metropolitan areas and the local advantages that accrue to earning a high school diploma. In todayôs world, of course, finishing 

high school is probably best thought of as a bare-minimum prerequisite to function successfully in many aspects of adult life, 

particularly those associated with achieving financial security and career advancement. As our analyses will demonstrate, a high 

school diploma may offer its greatest benefit by opening doors to fur ther education and training , which in turn afford additional 

opportunities. 

 

 

 

2.  The Geography  of Public Education  

The Nationõs 50 Largest Cities  

This report adopts a geographically informed approach to the issues of high school completion and economic outcomes. Specifically, 

we examine graduation rates and the economic returns to education for the nationôs 50 most-populous cities as well as the larger 

metropolitan areas in which they are situated. These metropolitan regions, in many respects the heart of American industry and 

society, are collectively home to half of all Americans.  

The 50 largest cities in the United States were identified using 2006 data from the U.S. Census Bureau. With a population of 8.2 

million, New York stands as the largest city in the country and is more than twice the size of the next -largest urban center. Los 

Angeles and Chicago follow with 3.8 and 2.8 million residents respectively. Home to 358,000 people, Wichita, Kan., rounds out the 

top 50. The leading city of Kansas is less than one-twentieth the size of New York City.  

These major urban areas are widely distributed across the nation, with top -50 cities scattered across 29 states and the District of 

Columbia (Exhibit 2.1) . But we note especially heavy concentrations of these cities along the East Coast, with s ix large urban 

centers arrayed between Boston and Virginia Beach in a nearly-continuous swath. Texas contains seven top-50 cities; and California 

is home to eight of Americaôs most-populous cities, more than any other state . In all, 46 million people live in this group of major 

American cities.  
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Principal Urban School Districts  

One critical lens for viewing the educational state of the nationôs largest cities is the performance of their principal school districts. A 

preliminary, but essential, step in such an examination involves identifying those school systems. While most members of the public 

are reasonably familiar with their  own local schools, organizational configurations within the wider public education sector can differ 

greatly from place to place across the nation. In some states, for instance, local education agencies span entire counties, whereas 

school districts in other regions may be arranged along township or other highly localized lines.   

For this study, the EPE Research Center identified the school districts serving each of the nationôs largest cities using information 

from the Common Core of Data (CCD), the U.S. Department of Educationôs annual census of public schools and local education 

agencies (school districts). Specifically, the CCD contains directory information documenting the physical location of the districtôs 

central office. In this study, we consider only regular school districts and exclude such entities as supervisory unions without 

student enrollment, purely administrative units, and charter school agencies. Analyses reveal that about half of the na tionôs largest 

cities are served by a single school district. However, other cities are home to more than a dozen separate agencies. Exhibit 2.2 

provides detailed information about the school systems serving those cities and their metropolitan areas.  

2.1.  The Nationõs 50 Most Populous Cities and Surrounding Metropolitan Areas  




