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A Fai l ing G r a d e  fo r  
The number of students who drop out of school 
in Minneapolis and Saint Paul is unacceptably high. 
Minnesota's relatively strong statewide graduation 
rate obscures the crisis occurring in the state's ur- 
ban schools. Less than half the students who en- 
ter the ninth grade in the Minneapolis public 
schools graduate within four years. In St. Paul, only 
slightly more than 50 percent of all students who 
enter ninth grade graduate. 

In today's world, failing t o  graduate from high 
school portends a lifetime of low-level jobs, de- 
pressed earnings and a lowered standard of living. 
A well-educated work force is vital for the metro- 
politan area to  remain competitive in an economy 
that demands ever-greater sl<ill levels. The metro- 
politan region simply can- 
not afford to  abandon so 
many of i ts  young people 
t o  low skill jobs. O n  
moral grounds alone we 
cannot stand by while as 
many as 3,000 young peo- 
ple are set on a track t o  
economic hardship each 
year in ~ i n n e a ~ o l i s  and 
Saint Paul. 

School C o m p l e t i o n  
Our  belief is that, despite external factors, schools 
must do better at engaging students and become 
more responsive t o  their needs in order t o  keep 
them in school. 

The Committee found examples of many promis- 
ing practices t o  boost graduation rates. These 
practices range from better early childhood educa- 
tion, t o  smaller schools t o  more individualized 
learning. In short, early intervention and a shift to- 
ward an educational system that is more respon- 
sive t o  its students needs. 

W e  are encouraged by the recent efforts of the 
Minneapolis and Saint Paul school districts t o  ad- 
dress this issue. Their willingness t o  acknowledge 

the problem is a step in the 
right direction. But ulti- 
mately, despite the promis- 
ing practices and best inten- 
tions, there simply is not 
sufficient pressure on the 
system t o  make the neces- 
sary improvements. Good 
intentions and promises of 
improved performance are 
not enough. 

There are many reasons why students drop out of T o  genuinely succeed in engaging all students, the 
high school. In addition t o  academic problems, Minneapolis and Saint Paul school districts need t o  
the League Committee found a range of social set measurable school completion goals, establish 
forces that impact student achievement, including clear rewards and consequences for success o r  
family background, pregnancy and mental health. failure, restructure the notion of high school, and 
But the charge t o  the committee was t o  "examine improve schools capacity for taking the steps they 
what our schools can do t o  improve the alarm- need t o  engage more students in learning. 
ingly low completion rates." 



Set a goal of a four-year hi& school completion 
rate of80 percent within the ne% five yeam 

Q Develop consequences for not meeting school im- 
Q Minneapolis and Saint Paul school districts should provement goals. 

quickly set a goal of 80 percent school completion 
within the next five years as a measurable goal for Restructure high school for greater flexibility. 
improving district-wide graduation rates. 

e Redefine "high school completion" away from the 
r Every high school needs clear high school completion traditional fixed, four-year frameworl<. 

goals t o  be set and clear plans t o  reach them. 
Support innovation through expanded student choice 

Q School completion outcomes should be regularly for charter schools and other alternatives. 
reported t o  the community. 

Expand Post-Secondary Educational Options (PSEO) 
The Minneapolis and Saint Paul school districts t o  connect at-risk students with the "real world" of 
should adopt a district, data-driven system of worl< through career exposure and technical educa- 
accountability for graduation rates. tion options. 

s The State and the Minneapolis and Saint Paul districts 
need t o  agree on clear, consistent measurement Build capacity for high school success. 
according t o  clear consistent definitions and uniform c The Legislature should invest stable and adequate 
indicators. resources in early childhood education and in reform 

Set clear rewards and consequences for 
strategies that will guarantee every student the 
opportunity for a high level of academic achievement. . , 

school completion outcomes. 
- 

e Support the development of quality teaching and 
s Establish school-based financial rewards for schools teacher leadership. 

that exceed their goals. 

A SAMPLING OF FINDINGS 

In Minneapolis, of the 30 16 students who should have graduated 
in 1999, only 1425 did so, 1060 students dropped out, and an- 
other 53 1 students continued their education past the four-year 
mark. In Saint Paul, 1469 ofthe 2457 students completed their 
educations on time, 5 18 students dropped out, and 470 students 
continued their high school education. 

Students from low-income families are at the greatest risk of 
dropping out, regardless of race or ethnicify. Low-income white 
and black students had nearly the same graduation rate in the 
class of2000, suggesting that poor students of any racial or eth- 
nic background face similar challenges in finishing school. 

The language spoken at home is not a major obstacle to high 
school completion. In Minneapolis, 47 percent of students from 
English speaking families graduated on time in 1999, compared 
to 50 percent of students from families where English was not 
the primary language. 

The report identifies a range of social forces that impact student 
achievement, including family background, employment, preg- 
nancy and mental health. But ultimately, the committee con- 
cluded that despite these external factors, the schools can and 
must provide solutions to keep all students in school until gradua- 
tion day. 

Special thanks t o  the Nsinneapolis Foundation, the St, Paul Foundation and the St. Paul Companies for their 
support of this study. 
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Copies of the full report, A Failing Grade for School Comple- 
tion, are available from the Citizens League office (free t o  
members; $10 per copy for non-members). The report is 
also available on the web at .citieensleague.net. 


