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Report: Arkansas lags behind nation in improving graduation rates
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By John Lyon 
Arkansas News Bureau

LITTLE ROCK — The national high school graduation rate increased by 7.3 percentage points between 1999 and 
2009 but is virtually unchanged in Arkansas, according to a report released Thursday.

The report by Education Week magazine states that Arkansas’ high school graduation rate was 70.5 percent in 
1999 and 70.6 percent in 2009. The national rate rose from 66 percent in 1999 to 73.4 percent in 2009.

Forty-two states and the District of Columbia had bigger increases than Arkansas, with Arizona topping the list 
with a 24.1 percent increase.

State Department of Education spokesman Seth Blomeley said the department’s methodology for calculating 
graduation rates is different from Education Week’s. Currently, the department’s methodology is based on a 
model by the U.S. Department of Education, he said.

“The Arkansas graduation rate for the class of 2011 using the model from the U.S. Department of Education is 
80.7 percent,” Blomeley said.

The department calculated the state’s 2009 graduation rate at 68 percent. Blomeley said that rate was 
calculated using a different methodology that, for example, counted students who transferred out of state as 
dropouts. State education officials believe the current methodology is more accurate, he said.

Earlier this year, Education Week ranked Arkansas fifth in the nation in education policies and performance. 
Gov. Mike Beebe and other state officials often cite the ranking as a sign of the state’s progress.

Broken down demographically, Arkansas’ graduation rates in 2009 were 67.8 percent for males, 73.7 percent 
for females, 72.7 percent for whites, 59.7 percent for blacks, 65.4 percent for Hispanics and 36 percent for 
American Indians, according to the Education Week report. Insufficient data was available to estimate the 
graduation rate for Asian students.

National 2009 graduation rates were 69.6 percent for males, 76.4 percent for females, 78.8 percent for whites, 
58.7 percent for blacks, 63 percent for Hispanics, 80.5 percent for Asians and 53.1 percent for American 
Indians.

The national 2009 rate for all students of 73.4 percent was the highest level of high school completion since the 
late 1970s, according to the report. The improvement was driven, in large part, by gains among Hispanics.

The national graduation rates of blacks and Hispanics both improved by 10 percent between 1999 and 2009, 
according to the report. The rate for Hispanics improved by 5.5 percentage points just from 2008.

“It’s no exaggeration to say that the educational and economic future of the nation will hinge on our ability to 
serve the nation’s large and growing Latino population, which faces unique challenges when it comes to success 
in high school and the transition to college and career,” Christopher B. Swanson, vice president of editorial 
projects at Education Week, said in a news release.

“Given what’s at stake, it is heartening to see that graduation rates for Latinos are improving faster than for any 
other group of students,” he said.

The national graduation rate was 1.7 percent points higher than the 2008 rate, marking the second straight 
year of increases following a period of stagnation and decline.
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