
On-time HIGH SCHOOL  
GRADUATION increases students’ 

options for career success.  

Students who complete high school are more likely 
to enroll in postsecondary education, become 
economically self-sufficient, and contribute to 
their local communities than students who do not 
complete high school.1, 2 Students who graduate 
from high school also increase their earning 
potential. When comparing median earnings, 
students who complete high school earn more 
than students who do not complete high school.3  
In addition to enhanced opportunities for 
economic success, high school completion is 
associated with better long-term health outcomes, 
regardless of income.4

On-time graduation rates (that is, graduating from 
high school in four years or less) differ across 
student subgroups. Black, Hispanic, and Native 
American students have significantly lower on-
time graduation rates than the national average.5 

Multilingual learners and students in economically 
disadvantaged circumstances also graduate from 
high school on time at lower rates compared to 
the average of all students.6 In Nebraska, the 
overall graduation rate in 2021 was 88 percent; 
however, the rate was lower for Black students (75 
percent), Hispanic students (78 percent), Native 
American students (73 percent), and students 
from economically disadvantaged circumstances 
(80 percent).7 Understanding which students 
are less likely to graduate on time can inform 
decisions about interventions to improve the 
long-term educational, financial, civic, and health 
outcomes for these students.

Efforts to improve on-time graduation have 
focused on identifying indicators that predict 
which students may be at risk of dropping 
out. Student attendance, behavior, and course 
performance (the ABC’s) have proved to be 
reliable indicators for identifying which students 
could be at risk of not completing high school on 
time. Individual psychological factors, including 
student engagement, motivation, and locus of 
control, are also predictors of students’ continued 
high school enrollment and graduation. These 
psychological factors are correlated with one 
another, meaning that interventions targeting one 
factor will likely also improve the other factors.8
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EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS. An early warning system uses data to identify students 
who exhibit behavior or academic performance that puts them at risk of dropping 
out of school. Early warning systems help districts and schools pinpoint student 
achievement patterns and school climate issues that may contribute to students 
dropping out of school.10 These systems use student data that align with the 
ABC’s, such as attendance records, behavioral incidents that resulted in expulsion 
or suspension, and course performance (particularly in English and mathematics). 
Data from early warning systems can inform the need for higher level intervention 
support.

PROVIDING STUDENT SUPPORT. When students feel more connected to the 
people in their schools, whether other students or adults, they are more likely to 
attend school, engage in learning, and persevere to graduation. 

•	 For large schools with many at-risk students, creating small, personalized 
communities facilitates closer monitoring and support and fosters a greater 
sense of belonging. 

•	 For students who face multiple or acute personal obstacles and are 
consequently off track on the ABC indicators, providing intensive, 
individualized supports connects students to advocates they can trust.  
These students have generally failed to respond to monitoring from early 
warning systems and support through higher tiered interventions. 

ENGAGING STUDENTS THROUGH CURRICULA THAT CONNECTS SCHOOLWORK 
WITH COLLEGE AND CAREER SUCCESS. Curricula and programs that connect 
schoolwork with college and career success and improve students’ capacity to 
manage challenges in and out of school have been shown to improve student 
engagement. Students should have access to college preparation coursework, 
dual enrollment courses, or career-focused programs. Regularly assessing student 
engagement and school climate (using resources such as the Collaborative for 
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning SEL framework) or incorporating social-
emotional skills can promote individual strengths that predict graduation.9

Research-based recommendations for improving high school graduation rates and reducing 
dropout rates focus on the following three areas:9 
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